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ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT 
I.   DESCRIPTION  OF  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 

The  proposed  action  consists  of  the  reconstruction  of  a  portion 
of  Montana  Route  78  (FAP  78)  in  Stillwater  County,  Montana. 
The  proposed  project,  known  as  the  Absarokee-Columbus  project, 
will  extend  from  a  point  approximately  5.7  miles  south  of 
Absarokee  to  a  point  approximately  one-half  mile  south  of 
Columbus  near  the  intersection  with  FAS  421.  The  total  length 
of  the  project  is  approximately  19.1  miles.  The  project 
location  is  shown  on  Figure  1.  The  project  vicinity  and 
termini  are  shown  on  Figure  2. 

In  accordance  with  the  Montana  Department  of  Highways  Level  of 
Development  Plan,  the  proposed  action  will  involve  three 
distinct  typical  sections.  The  section  from  the  beginning  of 
the  project  to  the  intersection  with  FAS  419  (to  Fishtail)  will 
be  constructed  as  a  28'  roadway  with  a  subgrade  for  a  future 
40'  roadway.  From  this  junction  to  the  Town  of  Absarokee,  a 
32'  roadway  with  a  subgrade  for  a  future  40'  roadway  is 
planned.  Through  Absarokee  a  ±46*  overlay  will  be  placed  to 
maintain  existing  drainage  patterns.  The  remainder  of  the 
project  to  the  intersection  of  FAS  421  will  be  constructed  as  a 
32'  roadway  with  a  subgrade  for  a  future  40'  roadway.  Typical 
sections  are  shown  on  Figures  3-5. 

The  horizontal  and  vertical  alignments  will  be  designed  to  a  60 
mph  design  speed  with  four  per  cent  maximum  grades  and  4% 
degree  maximum  horizontal  curves.  An  exception  to  standards 
will  be  requested  for  any  areas  where  the  minimum  standard 
cannot  be  met.  The  project  will  utilize  the  existing  general 
alignment  to  the  extent  practicable. 

Project  improvements  include  grading,  drainage,  surfacing, 
signing,  pavement  markings,  guardrail,  topsoiling,  seeding, 
irrigation   system   revisions,   obliteration   of   the   existing 
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roadway,  and  necessary  utility  relocation.  In  order  to 
facilitate  construction,  this  project  will  be  split  into  two 
smaller  projects.  The  exact  location  of  the  project  split  will 
be  determined  as  the  design  progresses.  Construction  is 
tentatively  planned  for  1992. 

Other  related  projects  in  the  vicinity  of  the  proposed  action 
include  the  reconstruction  of  the  existing  bridge  on  FAS  420  at 
Absarokee  and  the  reconstruction  of  FAS  419  from  the  junction 
with  FAP  78  to  Nye.  The  bridge  on  FAS  420  at  Absarokee  is 
planned  for  replacement  in  1989.  The  bridges  on  FAS  419  at 
M.P.  0  are  planned  for  replacement  in  1991.  Reconstruction  of 
the  roadway  on  FAS  419  between  FAP  78  and  Dean  is  tentatively 
planned  for  construction  around  1993. 


V 


-  2  - 


m — ' — ~ 

Nj     /  *'  [' 

(SS)         -_-  FOREST     '■# 

Clyde         ".  J 

S^*  PROJECT  LOCATION  = 


?! 


A   '  sJR  i  K 


'jfP\  J^gallatin/I 

Ci-.ico  I  «  >»      ./ 

HO.  ,    1  J 

.   A  Sptft%\.  * 


-.     "1=  .._  xH  I*     /       /       *«T-.*«V^AJp.n.      (A)5       SJ/ 

i-,n«  >•!_!: i  —  f_, «-i»-l'  *  — *«"- Re#Ct}<1n«  -  i?    •  Bearei 

-      NATIONAL        FORCST      ■  (  »         '  7t* 

-    Co*—"  c-*—«««  —  \-' 

t<\  Maiw-rom  Hot  Sprtng.   '•'    ^_    fflwrWi'jgM    l^0NJ-'^"3',S^_FP_REiT  _   X 
/N-   dChA     ■  ■  To»«tA  .  umb      /      .-.,..     i'*-*??* 


NATIONAL        FORtST 
Cor  arm  Springs  ■» 

jj  Jaroine 


1 


Bf^CbdgeL '/il.4  Bearcieek/",- 
NATIONAL  ll  ■*■■    >^A  y    ? 


FIGURE  1 

ABSAROKEE  -  COLUMBUS 

F78-2(5)27 
PROJECT  LOCATION  MAP 


3NITY  MAP 

VKEE   -   COLUMBUS 
-(5)27 


fISHTAIl 
SfO  ]»:imu       i«     ike 


CO 

3 
CD 


O 
CO 


CO 

Hi 

DC 

ID 

o 


o 
o 

I 

HI 
LU 

o 

DC 
< 

CO 

m 
< 


CVJ 

CM 

I 

CO 


Z 

on' 

O  (0 

>    • 


1 

«J\ 

j\ 

»\ 

A\ 

5\ 

2\ 

7\ 

II 

£ 

2 

O  1 

"q 

N  1 

6 

1 

' 

1 

"c 

ID 

1 

J 

1 

/ 

1 

It 

1 

i 

l 

1 

i 

o 

"o 

_l 

<r 

I 

J 

i 

f                  ''' 

St 

<  t-' 

-»    u. 

V 

i 

"o 

\ 

<J 

K 

oi 

O  •" 

? 

o 

u. 

* 

Is 

o 

UJ 

o 
o 

o 

CE    O 

t- 

_l 

*r 

-  ■ 

J 

' 

—  t>J 

o 

CD 
< 

>- 

«1 

, 

'i    i 

cc 

C£ 

< 

< 

> 

o 

< 

>- 
< 

UJ    h 

Z   "- 

<  ^ 

cc 

O 

"q 

_1  H 
u. 
(M 

UJ 

< 

o 

oi 

U  o 

or 

D 
D 

cc 

' 
i 

o                     ; 

o 

_l 

«■' 

z 

1 

1 
1 

'       ' 

' 

\ 

\ 

\ 

> 

\ 

\ 

1 

UJ 

3 

< 

CE 

< 

> 

\u 

1 

LU 
CC 

g 


CO 

LU 

ID 

o 

LU 

CD 

co 

CD 

* 

2 

-J 

z 
O 

a." 

o 

DC 
< 

o 

() 

C\J 

o 

2 

CO 
00 

m 

LU  O 

< 

1 

C\i 

CO 

i- 

O 

LU 

i 

_J 

T. 

7 

LU 

o 

DC 
< 
CO 

LL 

< 
o 

2  Q 
co: 

CL 

>- 

Q." 

_l 

o 

H 

2 

III 

cu 

s^ 

< 

52        > 

1     o< 

^a: 

in 

°e3t;o 

LU 

o^ow 

cc 

,    IT)  LU  LU 

D 

1   cC^y 

Li. 

LU  CO  ^O 

OLL   ^< 

oc     9-  w 

<    >-ca 

w       *"< 

■ 

N 

00 

< 

1 

Ul 

z 
< 
_J 

■ 

"o 

<r 

o 

u. 
b. 
< 
a: 

< 

t- 

* 

o 

< 

o 

a 

l 

f 

&1 

i 

i 

-H 

"o 

id 

UJ 

z 
< 

z 

"o 

u 

ti- 

t- 

ll. 

in 

< 

X 

B 

Ul 

1 

1 

1 

II.   PURPOSE  AND  NEED 

Montana  Route  78  (FAP  78)  is  classified  by  the  Montana 
Department  of  Highways'  Functional  Classification  System  as  a 
minor  arterial.  This  route  connects  Red  Lodge,  the  county  seat 
of  Carbon  County,  to  Columbus,  the  county  seat  of  Stillwater 
County,  and  to  Interstate  90  near  the  north  end  of  the 
project.  FAP  78  is  an  important  element  contributing  to  the 
local  and  regional  economy  which  is  heavily  oriented  toward  the 
agriculture  and  mining  industries  as  well  as  recreation 
activities . 

There  are  many  areas  along  the  existing  highway  that  do  not 
meet  the  minimum  design  standards  for  primary  highways  adopted 
by  the  Montana  Department  of  Highways  applicable  to  this 
project. 

The  primary  objectives  of  the  proposed  action  are  as  follows: 

to  reconstruct  the  roadway  to  provide  a  roadway 
surface  capable  of  handling  projected  traffic  demands 
and  loads, 
-  to  enhance  highway  convenience  and  safety  and  reduce 
accidents  by  improving  the  horizontal  and  vertical 
alignments,  and 

to  provide  a  modern  highway  facility  compatible  with 
the  human  and  natural  environment. 

The  existing  highway  is  a  narrow,  deteriorating,  two  lane 
facility  originally  constructed  in  1935  and  improved  in  1945 
under  a  defense  access  -  raw  materials  contract  to  haul 
materials  from  the  mines  in  the  area.  The  general  alignment  is 
characterized  by  numerous  sharp  curves  and  rolling  grades. 
Original  construction  consisted  of  a  road  mix  surface  with  a 
22*  finished  surface  width.  There  was  a  widening  project  in 
1957  from  milepost  45  to  the  end  of  the  project  at  milepost  46 
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where  road  mix  surfacing  was  placed  to  a  28'  width.  A  safety 
related  project  completed  in  1984  provided  some  signing  and 
slope  flattening  from  milepost  44.8  to  milepost  45.1. 

The  need  for  the  proposed  action  is  best  portrayed  by  the 
highway  sufficiency  rating  for  this  stretch  of  the  highway. 
The  highway  sufficiency  rating  system  provides  a  uniform  method 
of  determining  the  adequacy  of  a  particular  segment  of 
highway.  Consideration  is  given  to  the  highway  foundation, 
surface,  drainage,  safety  and  capacity.  Currently,  a  section 
of  highway  with  a  sufficiency  rating  of  less  than  60  is 
considered  deficient.  A  section  with  a  sufficiency  rating  of 
less  than  40  is  considered  critically  deficient.  Based  on  the 
Department's  1981  Sufficiency  Study,  this  segment  of  Montana 
Route  78  has  a  sufficiency  rating  of  41.2  compared  to  a  maximum 
possible  rating  of  100.  This  rating  almost  classified  the 
roadway  as  critically  deficient  at  that  time.  Due  to  the  lack 
of  an  adequate  roadway  base  and  the  extent  of  deterioration, 
complete  reconstruction  is  required. 

The  highway  sufficiency  rating  also  points  to  the  need  to 
improve  safety  on  this  stretch  of  roadway.  The  present 
horizontal  and  vertical  alignments,  coupled  with  the  width  and 
condition  of  the  roadway,  contribute  to  unsafe  conditions. 
Five  segments  of  the  roadway  have  been  identified  as  high 
hazard  locations  based  on  accident  analyses  conducted  in  1983 
and  1984.  Some  signing  and  slope  flattening  improvements  were 
subsequently  completed  in  some  critical  locations  in  an  attempt 
to  improve  safety.  Table  1  shows  how  the  accident  rate  and 
accident  severity  for  Montana  Route  78  in  the  project  area 
compare  with  statewide  rates  for  primary  routes  for  the  years 
1979  through  1987. 
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Table  1 
ACCIDENT  RATE  AND  SEVERITY 


Montana  Route  78 

(MP  27.4  to  MP  46.0) 
Statewide  Average 
Critical  Rate 


Accident  Rate  Accident  Severity 


4.06 
2.02 
3.45 


1.51 
1.51 
1.76 


1988  Average  Daily  Traffic  Volume  (ADT)  on  Montana  Route  78  in 
the  project  area  is  approximately  1500  vehicles  per  day. 
Projected  traffic  volume  for  the  design  year,  Year  2012,  is 
2500  vehicles  per  day.  The  Design  Hourly  Volume  (DHV)  is  330 
vehicles  per  hour.  The  existing  facility  is  not  capable  of 
adequately  handling  this  projected  traffic  load. 
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III.   ALTERNATIVES 

Potential  alignment  alternatives  for  this  project  are  limited 
by  the  existing  land  use,  terrain,  and  other  environmental 
factors  in  the  project  area.  While  land  use  in  the  area  is 
predominantly  agricultural,  development  of  homesites  is 
occurring  in  many  areas  along  the  project  corridor. 

The  existing  roadway  alignment  closely  parallels  the  Stillwater 
River  and  East  Rosebud  Creek,  precluding  major  alignment  shifts 
to  the  west.  Additionally,  a  large  portion  of  the  irrigated 
land  located  west  of  the  existing  highway  has  been  designated 
Prime  Farmland  or  Farmland  of  Statewide  Importance.  Attempting 
to  relocate  any  significant  length  of  the  reconstructed  highway 
into  this  farmland  area  would  prove  contrary  to  the  Farmland 
Protection  Policy  Act.  The  purpose  of  the  act  is  to  minimize 
the  extent  to  which  federal  programs  contribute  to  the 
unnecessary  and  irreversible  conversion  of  farmland  to 
non-agricultural  uses.  Additionally,  the  Stillwater 
City-County  Planning  Board  together  with  the  Soil  Conservation 
Service  has  requested  that  pasture  land,  rather  than  irrigated 
land,  be  used  wherever  possible. 

The  dry  shrublands  east  of  the  highway  with  their  west-facing 
exposure  provide  the  majority  of  cover  habitat  for  local  deer 
populations.  This  fact,  together  with  the  steep  terrain  and 
location  of  many  irrigation  ditches,  preclude  the  option  of 
shifting  the  alignment  a  great  deal  to  the  east. 

Therefore,  in  general,  adverse  impacts  caused  by  reconstruction 
and  relocation  of  Montana  Route  78  will  be  minimized  by 
utilizing  the  existing  highway  corridor  where  possible. 
Improving  the  horizontal  and  vertical  alignments  to  meet 
current  design  standards  will  be  accomplished  by  flattening  or 
eliminating  many  of  the  existing  curves  as  shown  on  Figures  6 
and  7. 
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Deviation  from  the  existing  alignment  will  be  most  significant 
near  the  end  of  the  project  immediately  south  of  Columbus  at  MP 
45.4+.  In  this  area  the  existing  highway  consists  of  a  12 
degree  compound  curve  with  extremely  limited  sight  distance. 
The  steep  terrain  south  of  the  curve  causes  a  shading  problem 
that  results  in  unexpected  icy  conditions.  This  area  has  been 
identified  as  an  accident  cluster  site  by  the  Montana 
Department  of  Highways. 

Considering  the  amount  of  construction  reguired  to  meet  design 
standards  in  this  area  and  concerns  expressed  by  nearby 
residents,  alternative  alignments  have  been  evaluated  for 
reconstruction  of  the  existing  curve.  2^i,  2%,  3,  4,  and  4% 
degree  curves  were  considered  to  replace  the  existing  curve  in 
this  location.  Following  preliminary  review  of  these 
alignments,  only  the  2%  and  4%  degree  alternatives  were 
considered  to  be  viable  options  requiring  further  analysis 
(Figure  8)  .  The  preliminary  review  was  based  on  impacts  to 
wetlands,  existing  residences,  topography  and  potential 
historic  sites. 

Alternate  A  would  utilize  a  2%  degree  horizontal  curve, 
providing  a  more  ideal  horizontal  alignment.  While  requiring 
substantial  cut  and  fill  quantities,  the  2%  degree  curve  would 
place  the  roadway  further  south  into  the  hillside.  This 
alternate,  by  virtue  of  it's  degree  of  curvature  and  final 
profile  grade  would  reduce  the  shading  of  the  roadway  surface 
to  the  greatest  extent.  Alternate  A  would  require  a  maximum 
grade  of  four  per  cent.  Due  to  the  extensive  amount  of  rock 
excavation  required  as  well  as  other  geotechnical 
considerations,  construction  of  alternate  A  could  cost  an 
additional  two  million  dollars  compared  to  Alternate  B. 
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Alternate   B,   the  preferred  alternate,   utilizes   the  maxirnun 

degree  of  curvature  prescribed  under  the  applicable   desigr 

standards  in  an  effort  to  minimize  the  impact  on  the  hillside. 

The  4%  degree  alternate  would  reguire  a  maximum  grade  of  twc 

per  cent  in  the  area  of  the  reconstructed  curve.   Alternate  E 

was   chosen   as   the   preferred   alternate   after   considering! 

I 

geotechnical  aspects,  public  input,  construction  cost,  wetlands 
impacts  and  historic/cultural  resource  impacts.  Overall  the 
impacts  associated  with  Alternate  B  are  less  than  those  for 
Alternate  A. 

A  final  alternative  which  is  considered  in  this  environmental 
assessment  is  the  "no-build"  alternative.  This  alternative 
implies  no  activities  beyond  the  continued  routine  maintenance 
of  the  existing  roadway  facility.  The  "no-build"  alternative 
would  not  satisfy  the  objectives  of  the  proposed  action  as 
identified  in  the  "Purpose  and  Need"  chapter  of  this 
environmental  assessment  in  that  it  would  not  be  capable  of 
handling  projected  traffic  demands  and  loads  and  would  not 
enhance  highway  safety  and  convenience. 
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IV.   AFFECTED  ENVIRONMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

The  proposed  project  is  located  on  Montana  Route  78  in 
southcentral  Montana  in  Stillwater  County.  The  project 
location  and  vicinity  are  shown  on  Figures  1  and  2.  The 
southern  project  terminus  is  located  at  a  point  approximately 
5.7  miles  south  of  Absarokee,  Montana,  near  milepost  26.9.  The 
project  corridor  extends  northeasterly  19.1  miles  to  its 
northern  terminus  near  the  intersection  with  FAS  421 
immediately  south  of  Columbus,  Montana  near  milepost  46.0. 

North  of  Absarokee  the  project  follows  the  eastern  edge  of  the 
Stillwater  River  valley,  generally  Ya  to  %  miles  from  the 
river.  Dry  ponderosa  pine  shrublands  occur  east  of  the  highway 
with  the  majority  of  land  to  the  west  being  irrigated 
farmland.  South  of  Absarokee  the  highway  follows  the  east  edge 
of  the  East  Rosebud  Creek  bottomland  with  irrigated  farmland 
primarily  to  the  east.  There  are  several  clusters  of  non-farm 
homesites  along  the  project  corridor  as  well  as  other 
individual  residences. 

HISTORIC 

A  cultural  resource  inventory  has  been  performed  along  the 
project  corridor  (Historical  Research  Associates,  July  1988). 
In  association  with  the  cultural  resource  inventory,  a  limited 
amount  of  archeological  testing  was  performed  at  site  number 
24ST89,  the  site  of  the  Crow  Agency  between  1875  and  1883.  The 
results  of  the  testing  proved  inconclusive.  The  State  Historic 
Preservation  Office  (SHPO)  has  been  consulted  regarding  the 
cultural  resource  inventory  findings. 
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Among  rural  sites  evaluated  in  the  cultural  resource  inventory, 
excluding  irrigation  ditches,  only  the  Riverside  Inn  (24ST164) 
and  Structure  1  of  the  Petosa  Homestead  (24ST171)  are  eligible 
for  nomination  to  the  National  Register  of  Historic  Places. 
The  integrity  of  most  of  the  other  sites  (which  consist 
predominantly  of  ranches)  has  been  compromised  by  the  addition 
of  new  buildings  and/or  the  remodeling  of  historic  structures. 
In  some  instances,  the  rural  character  or  setting  of  sites  have 
been  destroyed  by  the  establishment  of  new  housing  subdivisions 
in  the  near  vicinity. 

Six  of  the  irrigation  ditches  recorded  during  the  inventory  are 
eligible  for  nomination  to  the  National  Register  of  Historic 
Places  as  contributing  elements  of  the  Lower  Stillwater  River 
Historic  irrigation  district.  These  ditches  include  the  Agency 
Ditch,  Shane  Ditch,  Kem-Mulherin  Ditch,  Roadhouse  Ditch,  Scott 
Ditch  and  the  White  Ditch. 

Ten  of  the  30  buildings  recorded  within  the  town  of  Absarokee 
are  National  Register  eligible  (24ST176,  178,  181,  183-187, 
190,  199).  Two  previously  recorded  sites  are  located  within 
the  town  of  Absarokee,  both  of  which  are  listed  on  the  National 
Register  of  Historic  Places  (24ST76  and  24ST87) . 

The  historic  sites,  as  they  relate  to  the  project  alternatives, 
will  be  discussed  in  more  detail  in  the  "Environmental 
Consequences"  chapter  of  this  report. 

LAND  USE  AND  ECONOMY 

Land  use  in  the  project  area  is  predominantly  agricultural, 
both  irrigated  cropland  and  nonirrigated  pasture  land. 
Although  there  is  currently  no  zoning  for  land  use  along  the 
project  corridor,  a  trend  has  been  developing  over  the  past  10 
to  15  years.  Lands  previously  used  for  agricultural  purposes 
are  being  divided  and  developed  as  individual  residences. 
There   are   several   factors   influencing   this   trend.    People 
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desiring  a  country  home  life  live  in  the  area  and  commute  to 
work  in  Billings  approximately  45  miles  to  the  east  or  to 
Columbus  at  the  north  end  of  the  project.  Many  homesites  are 
owned  by  out-of-state  interests.  In  addition,  the  Stillwater 
Mining  Company  has  recently  developed  a  platinum  and  palladium 
mine  about  45  miles  southwest  of  Columbus  near  Nye.  The  region 
is  also  influenced  by  the  recreational  aspects  of  the  Absaroka 
Mountains  to  the  south  and  the  Stillwater  River,  which 
parallels  the  majority  of  the  project's  length. 

This  trend  of  land  use  change  has  slowed  somewhat  compared  to  a 
few  years  ago;  however,  it  is  continuing  at  a  steady  rate.  The 
platinum-palladium  mine  near  Nye  is  in  the  process  of  doubling 
their  work  force  and  plans  to  operate  for  20  years.  There  is  a 
subdivision  being  developed  just  west  of  Absarokee,  along  FAS 
420,  specifically  aimed  at  providing  housing  for  mine  workers. 
Although  this  subdivision  is  not  adjacent  to  FAP  78  and  there 
is  no  direct  access  onto  FAP  78,  it  could  produce  a  significant 
increase  in  turning  movement  activity  at  the  junction  of  FAS 
420  and  FAP  78. 

The  Town  of  Absarokee  lies  above  the  confluence  of  Rosebud 
Creek  and  the  Stillwater  River.  The  existing  highway  serves  as 
the  main  street  of  Absarokee  and  passes  through  both 
residential  and  commercial  sections  of  town.  Absarokee  serves 
as  the  commercial  center  of  the  area  with  the  commercial 
section  in  general  located  on  the  north  end  of  town  and  the 
residential  area  primarily  on  the  south  end  of  town. 
Additionally,  Absarokee  provides  educational  facilities  for  the 
area.  The  existing  schools  are  located  on  the  south  end  of 
town  with  a  new  school  facility  planned  for  construction 
beginning  in  the  fall  of  1988.  The  new  facility  will  be 
located  several  blocks  south  of  the  existing  school  directly 
across  the  highway  from  the  school's  athletic  field.  Absarokee 
also  offers  recreational  facilities  in  the  form  of  a  park  and 
swimming  pool. 
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Recreational  opportunities  in  the  project  vicinity  include 
numerous  fishing  access  sites  on  the  Stillwater  and  Yellowstone 
Rivers,  scenic  camping  areas  as  well  as  the  Custer  National 
Forest  and  the  Absaroka-Beartooth  Wilderness. 

The  economic  conditions  in  this  portion  of  Stillwater  County- 
are  greatly  influenced  by  the  agricultural  and  mining 
industries  and  recreation  activities.  Recently  the  mining 
industry  has  been  expanding  and  the  agricultural  sector  has 
been  declining  slightly.  Construction,  manufacturing,  trade, 
service,  government,  finance,  insurance,  real  estate, 
transportation,  communication  and  utility  sectors  of  the 
economy  have  been  relatively  stable. 

TRANSPORTATION  FACILITIES 

Montana  Route  78  connects  with  Interstate  90  immediately  north 
of  Columbus,  Montana,  and  with  U.S.  Highway  212  at  Red  Lodge, 
Montana.  Montana  Rail  Link's  railroad  line  in  the  Columbus 
area  provides  the  only  other  major  transportation  facilities  in 
the  project  area,  providing  freight  hauling  services.  The 
nearest  airport  providing  air  carrier  service  is  located  in 
Billings.  A  smaller  airport  serving  private  aircraft  is 
located  at  Columbus. 

UTILITIES 

Utility  services  along  the  existing  highway  alignment  include 
telephone,  cable  television,  natural  gas,  and  electrical 
service.  Mountain  Bell,  Project  Telephone  Company,  Absarokee 
Cable  TV,  Montana  Power  Company  and  Beartooth  Electric 
Cooperative,  Inc.  operate  and  maintain  these  facilities.  Water 
and  sanitary  sewer  service  is  provided  to  residents  in 
Absarokee  through  the  Absarokee  Water  Users  Corporation  and  the 
Absarokee  Sewer  District. 


L 
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LANDFORM  AND  VEGETATION 

Montana  Highway  78  traverses  the  Stillwater  River  basin,  a 
major,  perennial  tributary  of  the  Yellowstone  River.  Most  of 
the  project  area  is  rural  in  character,  the  exception  being  the 
short  segment  that  bisects  the  small  community  of  Absarokee. 

Beginning  at  the  south  end  of  the  project,  the  Present  Traveled 
Way  (PTW)  is  located  on  level  bottom  lands  between  Butcher 
Creek  and  the  East  Fork  of  Rosebud  Creek.  Here,  the  drainage 
bottom  is  wide  and  level  and  is  used  as  irrigated  cropland, 
with  water  diverted  from  both  Butcher  Creek  and  the  East  Fork 
of  Rosebud  Creek. 

Below  the  confluence  of  the  East  and  West  Forks  of  Rosebud 
Creek  lies  the  Town  of  Absarokee.  The  town  is  located  in  a 
fairly  narrow  part  of  the  drainage  bottom  and  is  bordered  by 
the  Rosebud  Creek  channel  on  the  west  and  the  steep  edge  of  a 
flattopped  ridge  on  the  east. 

Rosebud  Creek  joins  the  Stillwater  River  immediately  north  of 
Absarokee.  From  this  point  northward,  the  project  corridor 
parallels  the  east  side  of  the  Stillwater  River  valley  until 
the  last  mile,  where  the  roadway  makes  a  right-angle  turn  to 
the  east,  away  from  the  course  of  the  Stillwater,  and  parallels 
the  south  bank  of  the  Yellowstone  River. 

The  Stillwater  River  bottom  is  much  wider  than  that  of  Rosebud 
Creek.  Below  the  confluence  of  the  two  streams,  the  Stillwater 
River  channel  is  located  along  the  west  edge  of  the  valley 
bottom.  The  PTW  is  located  adjacent  to  the  east  edge  of  the 
valley,  where  it  parallels  the  base  of  steep,  dissected  slopes. 
The  area  between  the  PTW  and  the  river  channel  slopes  gently  to 
the  northwest.   This  intervening  area  is  used  as  irrigated 


-  21  - 


' 


cropland  much  of  which  has  been  designated  Prime  Farmland  or 
Farmland  of  Statewide  Importance  (Figure  9).  Many  irrigation 
canals  parallel  and  cross  the  PTW,  and  provide  water  to  these 
fields . 


The  dissected  side  slopes  of  ridge  and  bench  lands  adjacent  to 
the  east  side  of  the  valley  and  the  PTW  are  moderately  to 
sparsely  timbered  with  pine  and  juniper,  and  are  used  primarily 
for  livestock  grazing. 
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The  local  predominate  geologic  features  in  the  project  area 
include  exposures  of  the  Cretaceous  Hell  Creek  and  Tertiary 
Fort  Union  Formations.  The  subgrade  soils  are  predominately 
sandy  lean  clays  with  some  areas  of  silty  sands  and  gravels. 

WATER  RESOURCES/FLOODPLAINS/WETLANDS 

The  existing  highway  alignment  crosses  several  streams 
including  Chimney  Creek,  Butcher  Creek,  Beaver  Creek,  Whitebird 
Creek,  Mexican  Joe  Creek,  Joe  Hill  Creek  and  Shane  Creek,  while 
paralleling  East  Rosebud  Creek  and  the  Stillwater  River.  These 
streams  drain  watersheds  that  vary  in  size  from  1.5  square 
miles  at  Chimney  Creek  to  40  square  miles  at  Butcher  Creek. 

Stillwater  County  has  adopted  Floodplain  Development 
Regulations  for  delineated  floodplains  within  the  county  and  is 
currently  participating  in  the  Regular  Phase  of  the  National 
Flood  Insurance  Program.  Floodplains  have  been  delineated  for 
Beaver  Creek,  Butcher  Creek,  East  Rosebud  Creek,  Rosebud  Creek, 
Shane  Creek,  Whitebird  Creek  and  the  Stillwater  River  in  the 
project  area.  A  Floodplain  Management  Permit  will  be  obtained 
from  the  county  prior  to  any  construction  activities  in 
floodplain  areas. 

Irrigation  ditches  in  the  project  area  include  the  Butcher 
Creek-Rosebud  Ditch,  Eggen-Piper  Ditch,  Agency  Ditch, 
Sylvester-Beasly  Ditch,  Roadhouse  Ditch,  Scott  Ditch,  Town 
Ditch,  Nichols  Ditch,  Kem-Mulherin  Ditch,  White  Ditch,  Shane 
Ditch  and  the  Whitebird  Ditch.  These  ditches  are  the  basis  of 
a  system  of  flood  irrigation. 

A  wetland  evaluation  and  biological  assessment   (ECON  Inc., 

1988)  identified  24  sites  (Figures  10  and  11)  meeting  at  least 

one  of  the  criteria  required  to  be  considered  a  wetland  based 

on  the  Montana  Department  of  Highways  guidelines.   Three  basic 
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types  of  wetland  communities  exist  along  the  highway 
reconstruction  corridor.  The  most  common  type  is  the  small/ 
intermittent  stream  riparian  habitats.  The  second  most  common 
type  includes  the  East  Rosebud  Creek  streambottom  complex  which 
skirts  the  existing  highway  south  of  Absarokee.  The  least 
common  are  the  cattail  marsh  stands,  of  which  three  were 
identified  in  the  project  area. 

Of  the  wetland  sites  identified,  the  wetlands  of  greatest 
importance  would  be  the  two  cattail  stands  just  south  of  the 
Yellowstone  River  bridge  -  sites  22  and  24.  Other  wetlands  of 
importance  include  the  cattail  marsh  stand  south  of  Absarokee  - 
site  8;  the  East  Rosebud  Creek  streambottom  -  sites  1,  2,  3,  4, 
5,  6,  9  and  10;  and  the  large,  undisturbed  riparian  upland 
shrub  area  near  the  north  end  of  the  project  -  sites  19,  20  and 
21.  Within  the  general  project  area,  livestock  grazing  and 
colonization  by  naturalized  pasture  grasses  have  altered  many 
of  the  wetland-riparian  communities.  It  is  difficult  to 
predict  the  structure  and  composition  of  the  sites  in  the 
absence  of  these  two  modifying  factors. 

FISH  AND  WILDLIFE 

The  U.S.  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service  (USFWS)  has  been  consulted 
regarding  the  presence  of  threatened  or  endangered  species  in 
the  project  area.  The  USFWS  has  determined  that  bald  eagles 
(Haliaeetus  Leucocephalus)  are  winter  residents  and  migrants 
along  the  Yellowstone  and  Stillwater  Rivers.  Although 
peregrine  falcons  (Falco  Peregrinus)  historically  nested  near 
Columbus,  there  have  been  no  verified  nesting  attempts  in 
recent  years.  Peregrine  falcons  may  occur  in  the  project  area 
as  migrants.  The  wetland  evaluation  and  biological  assessment 
(ECON,  Inc.,  1988)  prepared  in  accordance  with  Section  7(C)  of 
the  Endangered  Species  Act  Amendment  of  1978  supports  the  USFWS 
findings  concerning  threatened  or  endangered  species. 
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The  project  area  supports  populations  of  white-tailed  deer, 
mule  deer  and  an  occasional  black  bear.  Smaller  mammals 
inhabiting  the  area  include  the  raccoon,  fox,  skunk,  porcupine, 
coyote,  beaver,  muskrat  and  assorted  small  rodents. 

A  variety  of  bird  species  inhabit  the  project  area, 
particularly  those  Passerine  species  normally  found  in  foothill 
habitat  subjected  to  intensive  ranching  and  agriculture. 
Brewer's  blackbirds  are  common  along  the  roadside  where  they 
nest  in  the  grasses  or  shrubs.  Other  blackbirds  (grackles, 
red-winged  and  cowbirds)  are  also  common  to  the  area. 
Yellow-headed  blackbirds  are  known  to  inhabit  a  marshy  area 
near  the  north  end  of  the  project.  Some  other  species  common 
to  the  area  are  robins,  rufous-sided  towhees,  yellow  warblers, 
flickers  and  house  wrens.  Game  birds  inhabiting  the  general 
area  are  gray  partridges  and  sharp-tailed  grouse.  Pheasants 
inhabit  the  area,  but  because  of  intensive  land  use,  probably 
are  not  numerous.  Wilson's  snipe  are  common  to  the  area  and 
occasionally  mallards  are  seen  in  association  with  water  areas. 

The  project  area,  from  approximately  1.5  miles  northeast  of 
Absarokee  to  1  mile  south  of  Columbus,  parallels  the  lower 
Stillwater  River.  The  existing  road  follows  along  the  base  of 
the  foothills  to  the  south  and  east  of  the  river.  Within  this 
section,  five  small  tributaries  (Beaver  Creek,  Mexican  Joe 
Creek,  Whitebird  Creek,  Joe  Hill  Creek  and  Shane  Creek)  flow 
under  the  road  and  into  the  Stillwater  from  the  south  and 
east.  The  principal  sport  fish  reportedly  found  in  the  lower 
Stillwater  River  are  mountain  whitefish,  rainbow,  brown  and 
brook  trout  (Fishes  of  Montana,  C.J.D.  Brown).  These  same 
species  potentially  could  be  found  in  some  of  the  above 
tributaries,  at  least  seasonally.  However,  the  size  and 
distance  from  the  river  of  the  above  named  tributaries  and  the 
intensive  land  use  surrounding  them,  suggests  that  numbers  of 
fish/unit  of  water  would  be  low. 
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MINERAL  AND  ENERGY  RESOURCES 


There  will  be  no  direct  impact  to  energy  or  mineral  resource  SC 
during   reconstruction   of   the   highway.    The   area   to   th 


southwest  has  a  long  history  of  mineral  development.  The  onl 
active  operation  is  the  Stillwater  Mining  Company's  platinui 
and  palladium  mine  near  Nye  with  access  by  FAS  419  and  FA! 
420.  Recently,  there  has  been  some  renewed  interest  in  miniiw 
the  chromite  deposits  in  the  area  near  Nye.  The  area  to  the 
southeast  near  Red  Lodge  has  a  long  history  in  coal  mining  but 
there  are  no  active  operations  at  the  present  time. 
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V.   ENVIRONMENTAL  CONSEQUENCES 

SOCIAL  AND  ECONOMIC  IMPACTS 

The  proposed  action  will  not  have  any  significant  social  or 
economic  impacts  regardless  of  which  alternative  is 
implemented.  This  reconstruction  project  primarily  involves 
upgrading  the  existing  deteriorated  facility  to  more  modern 
standards  to  improve  safety  and  provide  a  roadway  capable  of 
adeguately  handling  projected  traffic  loads.  There  will  be 
some  short  term  beneficial  economic  impacts  to  the  local 
communities  during  the  construction  period.  The  Stillwater 
County  Planning  Director  has  advised  that  there  are  no  ethnic 
or  minority  groups  or  neighborhoods  along  the  proposed  route. 
It  is  not  anticipated  that  there  will  be  any  divisive  and 
disruptive  effects  on  the  community. 

RELOCATION  IMPACTS 

The  residential  character  along  the  rural  portion  of  the 
project  corridor  can  be  summarized  as  established  residential 
dwellings  and  outbuildings  associated  with  the  ranches  in  the 
area,  interspersed  with  newer  homes  built  on  smaller  acreages 
subdivided  within  the  last  15  years.  Typically  the  newer  homes 
are  located  close  to  the  existing  highway,  often  adjacent  to 
it,  while  the  older  homes  associated  with  the  ranches  are 
located  a  greater  distance  from  the  existing  highway.  The 
urban  portion  of  the  project  passes  through  Absarokee  and 
consists  of  residences  and  businesses.  Residents  of  the  area 
consist  of  working  families  and  retirees. 

Alternate  A  would  reguire  the  relocation  of  an  estimated  five 
residential  dwellings,  twelve  other  buildings  and  no  businesses. 
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Alternate  B  would  require  the  relocation  of  an  estimated  six 
residential  buildings,  thirteen  other  buildings  and  no 
businesses . 


Alternate 


Table  2 
ESTIMATED  RELOCATION  IMPACTS 


Residential 
Displacements 

-  Lt.  Sta.  382± 

Commercial 
Displacements 

3 

Other 

Buildinqs 

1 

Lt.  Sta.  112* 

1 

-  Rt.  Sta.  527± 

1 

Rt.  Sta.  192± 

1 

-  Lt.  Sta.  681± 

0 

2 

Rt.  Sta.  527± 

1 

-  Lt.  Sta.  996± 

2 

Lt.  Sta.  681± 

1 

-  Rt.  Sta.  1006± 

3 

Lt.  Sta.  996* 

1  Rt.  Sta.  1006i 


1 

-  Lt. 

Sta. 

382± 

1 

-  Rt. 

Sta. 

527± 

B 

1 

-  Lt. 

Sta. 

681± 

0 

1 

-  Rt. 

Sta. 

1009± 

1 

-  Rt. 

Sta. 

1018± 

1 

-  Lt. 

Sta. 

973± 

TOTALS 

A 

5 

0 

B 

6 

0 

3 

Lt. 

Sta. 

112± 

1 

Rt. 

Sta. 

192* 

2 

Rt. 

Sta. 

572± 

2 

Lt. 

Sta. 

681± 

4 

Rt. 

Sta. 

1009 

1  Rt.  Sta.  1018± 


12 
13 


Neither   alternate   would   require   the 
residences  or  businesses  in  Absarokee. 


relocation   of 


any 
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All  persons  displaced  by  this  project  will  be  eligible  for 
relocation  assistance  regardless  of  age,  race,  color,  religion, 
gender,  or  national  origin.  Relocation  payments  would  be 
provided  for  moving  expenses,  housing  supplements  when 
indicated,  and  certain  miscellaneous  expenses.  This  relocation 
assistance  will  be  provided  in  accordance  with  The  Uniform 
Relocation  Assistance  and  Real  Property  Acquisition  Policies 
Act  of  1970  as  amended. 

There  is  limited  replacement  housing  available  in  the  project 
area,  however  there  is  land  available  in  the  general  vicinity 
for  moving  structures  or  building  replacement  homes. 

The  construction  of  either  alternate  will  require  the 
modification  of  a  number  of  approaches.  Access  will  be 
perpetuated  to  the  extent  practicable. 

The  no  build  alternative  would  not  require  any  relocations  or 
any  approach  modifications. 

LAND  USE  IMPACTS 

This  project  is  not  expected  to  cause  any  significant  changes 
in  land  use  along  the  project  corridor  or  promote  significant 
new  development  in  the  area. 

TRAFFIC  IMPACTS 

The  reconstruction  of  Montana  Route  78  is  not  expected  to 
generate  a  significant  amount  of  additional  traffic  beyond  the 
normal  increases  that  would  occur  with  the  "no-build" 
alternative.  Overall,  Alternative  A  or  B  will  have  a 
beneficial  impact  on  traffic  operations  in  the  form  of  improved 
safety  and  convenience  and  reduced  user  costs.   The  new  highway 
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The  "no-build"  alternative  would  do  nothing  to  improve  traffic 
operations.  The  accident  rate,  which  is  already  higher  than 
the  statewide  average  for  primary  routes,  would  likely  continue 
to  increase  as  traffic  volumes  increase. 

AIR  QUALITY  IMPACTS 

The  State  Air  Quality  Bureau  was  consulted  about  potential  air 
guality  impacts  resulting  from  the  reconstruction  of  Montana 
Route  78.  In  general,  any  project  which  will  smooth  out 
traffic  flow,  and  reduce  stopping  and  idling  time  will  also 
reduce  the  amount  of  air  pollution  emissions  from 
transportation  sources. 

NOISE  IMPACTS 

On  July  14  and  15,  1987  ambient  noise  readings  were  taken  at 
seven  locations  along  the  length  of  the  project.  Locations 
where  chosen  to  be  representative  of  those  structures  and 
activities  which  would  be  most  susceptible  to  adverse  noise 
levels.  Locations  selected  included  five  residences:  two 
south  of  Absarokee,  two  north  of  Absarokee  and  one  within  the 
town  limits.  Also  selected  were  a  church  and  school  within 
Absarokee.    Projected  design  hour   traffic   volumes   used   to 


facility  will  feature  a  wider  roadway  with  12  foot  wide  traffic 
lanes  and  4  foot  wide  paved  shoulders  north  of  the  intersection 
with  FAS  419;  and  12  foot  wide  lanes  with  2  foot  shoulders 
south  of  the  intersection.  Sight  distance  will  also  be 
improved.  1988  average  daily  traffic  volume  is  approximately 
1500  vehicles  per  day.  Since  construction  of  the  project  will 
probably  not  be  completed  until  around  1992,  the  design  year  is 
Year  2012.  Projected  traffic  volumes  for  the  design  year  are 
2500  vehicles  per  day. 
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predict  the  design  hour  noise  levels  vary  from  330  vehicles 
just  south  of  Columbus,  to  254  vehicles  in  and  near  Absarokee, 
to  91  vehicles  at  the  south  end  of  the  project.  The  number  of 
trucks  was  determined  to  be  consistent  throughout  at  7.4%. 

The  following  are  the  measured  and  predicted  noise  levels  for 
each  location: 

Table  3 
NOISE  LEVEL  SUMMARY 


Loc, 


M.P, 


Adjusted  Design  Year 
Speed   Dist.   Structure   %    Measured   Present  2012  Pk.  Hr, 
MPH  From  C.L.    Type   Trucks  L10  dBA   L10  dBA    L10  dBA 


1 

29.0 

55 

46' 

Residence 

7.4 

2 

30.2 

55 

149' 

Residence 

7.4 

3 

32.6 

30 

78' 

School 

7.4 

4 

32.8 

30 

52' 

Church 

7.4 

5 

33.0 

30 

34' 

Residence 

7.4 

6 

39.7 

55 

80' 

Residence 

7.4 

7 

45.9 

55 

52' 

Residence 

7.4 

55 
55 
59 
59 
64 
57 
61 


55 
56 
59 
59 
64 
59 
64 


56 
58 
60 
61 
66 
62 
67 


Existing  and  projected  noise  levels  for  this  project  do  not 
appear  to  be  excessive.  The  maximum  acceptable  exterior  noise 
level  for  schools,  churches  and  residences  is  L10  =  70  dBA. 
Existing  and  future  noise  levels  for  all  locations  studied  are 
well  below  this  maximum. 

The  proposed  action  will  not  have  any  significant  impact  on 
noise  levels  in  the  project  area. 
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HISTORICAL/CULTURAL  IMPACTS 

Several  sites  have  been  determined  to  be  eligible  for 
nomination  to  the  National  Register  of  Historic  Places.  The 
location  of  these  sites  is  shown  on  Figures  12  and  13. 

Site  Number  24ST164  is  the  Riverside  Inn.  Located 
approximately  two  miles  north  of  Absarokee  on  the  east  bank  of 
the  Stillwater  River,  the  site  contains  the  remains  of  the 
original  Riverside  Inn  which  has  been  converted  to  a  house. 
Other  structures  included  in  the  site  are  two  garages,  a  shed, 
a  generator  housing,  two  barns  and  a  concrete  slab. 

The  site  is  currently  divided  by  a  county  road  with  different 
ownership  of  the  north  and  south  sections  of  the  site.  The 
south  part  of  the  site  is  in  very  good  condition.  This  complex 
of  structures  clearly  represents  the  "working  component"  of  an 
early  ranching  endeavor,  established  prior  to  1910. 

Perhaps  the  primary  area  of  significance  at  the  site  is  that  it 
functions  as  a  local  landmark  and  as  a  representation  of  a 
community  gathering  place.  In  the  1920* s  and  1930 's,  people 
from  Absarokee  and  the  surrounding  area  gathered  at  the 
Riverside  Inn  for  Saturday  night  dances  in  the  barn,  and  dinner 
at  the  Inn  on  the  north  side  of  the  county  road. 

In  addition  to  the  significance  of  the  site  as  a  local 
gathering  place,  the  main  barn  possesses  individual 
architectural  distinction.  This  building  is  a  good  example  of 
the  Colonial  Revival  style  of  architecture  popular  in  the 
United  States  between  approximately  1880  and  1955. 

The  portion  of  the  site  that  lies  north  of  the  county  road  has 
been  altered  to  the  point  where  it  no  longer  represents  the 
historic  events  with  which  it  is  associated.  The  north  portion 
is  not  included  in  the  National  Register  site  boundary. 
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The  Riverside  Inn  site  is  located  adjacent  to  the  west  edge  of 
the  existing  highway  right-of-way.  A  steep  hillside  and  the 
Kem-Mulherin  irrigation  ditch  to  the  east,  together  with  the 
Riverside  Inn,  the  Stillwater  River,  and  the  Roadhouse 
irrigation  ditch  to  the  west  preclude  any  major  alignment 
shifts.  With  the  location  of  the  proposed  alignment  dictated 
by  roadside  constraints,  and  essentially  in  the  same  location 
as  the  PTW,  the  construction  of  a  wider  highway  facility  will 
mean  encroachment  onto  the  Riverside  Inn  site  is  unavoidable. 

The  encroachment  will  consist  of  the  construction  limits 
extending  beyond  the  southeastern  boundary  of  the  site.  The 
north  portion  of  the  site  will  not  be  impacted.  None  of  the 
existing  structures  will  be  affected.  The  total  amount  of 
disturbed  area  on  the  southern  portion  of  the  site  is  estimated 
to  be  0.34  acres. 

The  cobblestone  residence  (Structure  1)  at  the  Pasquale  Petosa 
Homestead/Bare  Ranch,  Site  Number  24ST171,  is  a  one  and 
one-half  story,  wood  frame  building,  finished  on  the  exterior 
walls  with  river  cobbles.  Modifications  made  to  the  original 
structure  include  a  steel  sided  addition,  two  interior  cinder 
block  chimneys,  enameled  metal  roofing,  and  a  solar  panel  on 
the  roof.  The  house  is  part  of  a  1914-patented  homestead  at 
which  most  of  the  historic-age  structures  have  suffered  loss  of 
integrity. 

Although  the  initial  cultural  resources  inventory  recommended 
that  the  entire  site  be  considered  ineligible  because  of  poor 
integrity,  the  State  Historic  Preservation  Office  has  stated 
that  Structure  1  is  probably  eligible  to  the  National  Register 
of  Historic  Places  for  its  distinctive  use  of  local  materials. 
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Both  Alternates  A  and  B  would  locate  the  proposed  centerlin 
closer  to  the  structure  than  the  existing  PTW.  Neithe 
alternate  would  have  a  direct  impact  to  the  structure. 

The  Lower  Stillwater  River  Historic  Irrigation  Distrid 
consists  of  six  ditches  built  before  the  turn  of  the  century, 
most  by  families  or  groups  of  families  who  were  attempting  tc 
improve  agricultural  production  on  their  homesteads.  The  six 
ditches  are  the  Agency  Ditch  (24ST204),  Shane  Ditch  (24ST209), 
Kem-Mulherin  Ditch  (24ST205),  Roadhouse  Ditch  (24ST206),  Scott; 
Ditch  (24ST208),  and  White  Ditch  (24ST210) .  Throughout  the 
majority  of  their  lengths,  the  ditches  are  simple  unlined 
features . 
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The  areas  elaborate  pattern  of  irrigation  ditches  in  relation 
to  the  natural  and  man-made  landscapes  of  fields  and  pastures 
is  representative  of  an  important  aspect  of  agricultural 
settlement  in  the  state.  The  period  of  significance  is  1875  to 
1920.  The  beginning  corresponds  with  establishment  of  a 
permanent  Crow  Agency  (and  construction  of  the  Agency  Ditch), 
and  the  end  with  the  end  of  the  second  land  rush  in  the 
Stillwater  Basin. 

Portions  of  each  of  the  six  irrigation  ditches  will  be 
relocated  as  a  part  of  the  proposed  action.  Wherever  possible, 
the  proposed  alignment  has  been  located  to  minimize  impacts  to 
these  existing  irrigation  systems.  The  location  of  these 
ditches  combined  with  the  consideration  given  to  design 
standards,  existing  residences,  land  use,  floodplain 
encroachment,  wetlands  and  other  historic  sites  makes  avoidance 
impossible.  The  proposed  action  will  involve  intermittent 
conflicts  with  the  ditches  totalling  approximately  1600  feet  of 
the  Agency  Ditch,  2050  feet  of  the  Kem-Mulherin  Ditch,  6900 
feet  of  the  Roadhouse  Ditch,  5000  feet  of  the  Scott  Ditch,  800 
feet  of  the  Shane  Ditch  and  600  feet  of  the  White  Ditch. 
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The  final  twelve  historic  sites  are  all  structures  located 
within  the  Town  of  Absarokee. 

These  sites  are  not  discussed  in  detail  here  because  the 
proposed  action  in  Absarokee  consists  of  an  overlay  of  the 
existing  pavement  and  will  not  impact  any  of  the  sites. 

The  cultural  resource  inventory  identified  a  small  piece  of 
undisturbed  pasture  near  Site  24ST171  along  Alternate  B.  This 
small  piece  of  intact  terrace  may  contain  some  intact  rock 
features.  Selection  of  Alternative  B  will  necessitate  further 
testing  in  the  area,  to  determine  whether  or  not  the  large 
cobbles  that  outcrop  on  the  surface  of  the  terrace  represent 
natural  or  cultural  features.  A  testing  program  for  this 
potential  site  has  been  scheduled  to  be  performed  concurrently 
with  a  supplementary  cultural  resource  inventory.  The 
additional  cultural  resource  inventory  will  encompass  an 
additional  one-half  mile  in  length  that  was  added  to  the  south 
end  of  the  project. 

The  "no-build"  alternative  would  not  have  any  adverse  impacts 
on  any  historical  or  cultural  sites. 

Should  other  historical  or  cultural  resources  be  discovered 
during  construction,  measures  will  be  taken  to  protect  such 
findings  in  accordance  with  the  Montana  Department  of  Highways 
Standard  Specifications. 

SCHOOLS.  PARKS  &  RECREATION  IMPACTS 

Existing  schools  in  the  project  area  are  located  in  Absarokee. 
The  proposed  action  will  have  no  impact  on  existing  schools.  A 
new  school  facility  is  under  development  several  blocks  south 
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of  the  existing  school,  directly  across  the  highway  from  th* 
existing  athletic  field.   The  proposed  action  will  reguire  somq 
additional   right-of-way   to   be   purchased   from   the   school 
district  in  the  area  of  the  new  school  as  well  as  the  area  of 
the  existing  athletic  field.   Due  to  early  coordination  witl 
the  school  district,  the  action  will  have  minimal  impact  on  th 
new  school  location  while  at  the  same  time,  minimizing  impac 
to   the   athletic   field   already   in   existence   west   of   th 
highway.    The   proposed   alignment  will   reguire   a   ballfiel 
recently  developed  on  the  south  portion  of  the  new  school  sit 
be  reoriented.   The  new  school  site  plan  and  the  proposed 
location  of  the  reconstructed  highway  will  allow  the  ballfield 
to  remain  on  the  south  portion  of  the  new  school  site. 
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Presently,  students  utilizing  the  facilities  located  at  the 
athletic  field  walk  south  along  the  east  edge  of  the  highway, 
crossing  the  highway  near  the  athletic  field.  This  pedestrian 
traffic  will  increase  following  completion  of  the  new  school  as 
students  attending  classes  in  the  new  school  will  be  walking  to 
and  from  the  existing  school  facility  for  lunch.  Pedestrian 
impacts  will  be  minimized  by  construction  of  eight  foot 
shoulders  from  Willow  Street  south  to  the  location  of  the  new 
school.  An  alternative  solution  would  be  to  gain  access  to 
Montana  Avenue  from  the  east  side  of  the  new  school  site 
allowing  pedestrian  traffic  to  walk  along  Montana  Avenue  rather 
than  on  the  highway  shoulder. 

The  proposed  action  will  have  no  impact  on  any  park  facilities 
in  the  project  area. 

In  response  to  the  Montana  Department  of  Highways'  initial 
letter  of  intent,  the  Montana  Department  of  Fish,  Wildlife  and 
Parks  expressed  concern  over  possible  impacts  to  four  fishing 
access   sites   (FAS)   located  on  the  Stillwater  River.   These 
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sites   are:    Itch-Kep-pe  FAS,  Fireman's  Point  FAS,   Swinging 

Bridge  FAS,  and  Whitebird  FAS.  Each  of  these  sites  is  located 

beyond  the  construction  limits  of  this  project  and  will  not  be 
affected. 

The  Stillwater  City-County  Planning  Board  advised  that  a  group 
of  citizens  made  a  special  request  during  their  Community  Needs 
Assessment  process  for  a  bicycle  path  from  Absarokee  to 
Columbus.  Construction  of  such  a  facility  is  not  felt  to  be 
justified  at  the  present  time.  However,  the  new  roadway  will 
feature  wider  traffic  lanes  and  four-foot  wide  shoulders.  The 
horizontal  and  vertical  alignments  will  also  be  improved. 
Therefore,  the  proposed  highway  facility  should  generally 
provide  for  safer  travel  by  bicyclists  and  motorists  alike. 
Provisions  will  be  made  for  the  future  widening  of  the  roadway 
to  provide  a  40  foot  width  with  eight-foot  wide  shoulders.  New 
structures  will  be  constructed  to  the  40  foot  width  initially. 
However,  the  existing  structure  over  the  Yellowstone  River 
south  of  Columbus  is  only  24  feet  wide.  No  improvements  are 
planned  to  this  structure  as  part  of  this  project. 

PRIME  &  UNIQUE  FARMLAND  IMPACTS 

A  large  portion  of  the  irrigated  land  located  west  of  the 
existing  highway  has  been  designated  Prime  Farmland  or  Farmland 
of  Statewide  Importance.  In  order  to  comply  with  the  Farmland 
Protection  Policy  Act,  the  proposed  alignment  has  been  chosen 
to  utilize  dry  shrublands  and  pasture  land  rather  than 
irrigated  land  wherever  possible  thereby  minimizing  the  amount 
of  land  that  will  be  converted  to  non-agricultural  uses. 
Improving  the  horizontal  and  vertical  alignments  of  the 
existing  facility  while  at  the  same  time  minimizing  the  impact 
on  existing  residences  and  irrigation  systems  will  result  in 
the  loss  of  some  of  this  land. 
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STREAM  MODIFICATION  &  WATER  QUALITY  IMPACTS 
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Water  quality  impacts  on  this  project  are  expected  to  be  ver 
minor  in  nature  as  several  of  the  stream  crossings  includin 
Chimney  Creek,  Mexican  Joe  Creek  and  Whitebird  Creek  are  dr 
during  a  large  percentage  of  the  year.  Existing  structures  ai 
stream  crossings  will  be  evaluated  for  replacement  with  pipes, 
box  culverts  or  bridges  as  dictated  by  economic  anc 
environmental  considerations.  It  is  expected  that  construction 
activities  may  be  required  in  or  around  flowing  water  at  the 
major  drainage  crossings.  As  a  result,  short  term  construction 
related  water  quality  impacts  will  occur  but  these  should  be 
minor  in  nature.  The  potential  for  erosion  will  be  minimized 
by  revegetating  and  mulching  the  exposed  slopes  as  soon  as 
practical  following  construction.  A  Section  3  (a) 
authorization  allowing  a  temporary  increase  in  water  turbidity 
will  be  required  in  accordance  with  the  provision  of  ARM 
16-20.633(3).  Standard  design  and  construction  procedures  will 
be  followed  to  assure  that  the  impacts  are  minimal. 

It  is  expected  that  minor  channel  modifications  will  be 
required  for  inlet  and  outlet  channels,  culvert  excavation, 
placement  of  bedding  material,  riprap  and  alignment  of  new 
drainage  facilities.  Additionally,  the  proposed  action  will 
include  relocating  approximately  300  feet  of  Beaver  Creek  near 
milepost  35.1  in  order  to  allow  for  construction  of  the  new 
facility  between  the  Roadhouse  Ditch  to  the  north  and  the  steep 
terrain  to  the  south.  With  proper  scheduling  of  construction 
work,  it  is  probable  that  pipes  can  be  used  for  all  detour 
crossings  (if  required)  and  it  is  anticipated  that  minor 
channel  modifications  will  be  required  for  the  construction  and 
removal  of  these  detour  facilities.  These  channel 
modifications  should  be  minor  in  scope  and  have  limited  impacts 
on  the  streams.  No  point-source  discharges  are  planned  for 
this  project. 
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Permits  pursuant  to  Section  404  of  the  Clean  Water  Act  will  be 
obtained  where  required.  The  proposed  Butcher  Creek  (MP. 39. 6), 
Beaver  Creek  (MP.  34.9),  Whitebird  Creek  (MP. 39. 6),  Joe  Hill 
Creek  (MP. 42.0),  and  Shane  Creek  (MP. 43. 5)  crossings  all  lie 
below  the  Corps  of  Engineers  defined  headwater  locations, 
therefore,  404  permits  will  be  required  for  placement  of 
rip-rap  or  fill  material  below  ordinary  highway  elevations  at 
these  sites.  All  remaining  drainage  crossings  on  this  project 
lie  above  the  headwaters,  therefore,  proposed  construction 
activities  will  be  covered  by  the  Corps  of  Engineers  Nationwide 
Permit  provided  permit  conditions  are  met.  Also,  a  Floodplain 
Management  Permit  will  be  obtained  from  Stillwater  County  prior 
to  any  construction  activities  in  floodplain  areas. 

FLOOD  HAZARD  IMPACTS 

Impacts  to  floodplains  resulting  from  the  proposed  project  will 
be  minor.  The  proposed  alignment  will  encroach  into  the  East 
Rosebud  Creek  floodplain.  This  impact  is  unavoidable  in  order 
to  minimize  the  impacts  to  the  Agency  Ditch,  a  historic  site 
and  existing  residential  dwellings.  Alternate  B  encroaches 
slightly  into  the  500-year  flood  boundary  of  the  Stillwater 
River.  Floodplain  encroachment  sites  are  shown  on  Figures  14 
and  15. 

The  remaining  floodplain  encroachments  are  transverse  crossings 
and  cannot  be  avoided.  Some  channel  modifications  may  be 
necessary  at  the  crossings  for  hydraulic  purposes  and  to 
facilitate  construction.  Standard  design  and  construction 
procedures  will  be  followed  to  assure  that  the  impacts  are 
minimal . 

Since  the  proposed  project  must  cross  a  designated  floodplain, 
the  proposed  action  is  subject  to  the  provisions  of  Executive 
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Order  11988.  This  Order  requires  Federal  agencies  to  avoid,  t 
the  extent  practicable,  the  long  and  short  term  adverse  impac 
associated  with  the  occupancy  and  modification  of  floodplai 
and  to  avoid  direct  and  indirect  support  floodplain  developme 
wherever  there  is  a  practicable  alternative.  The  propos 
project  will  not  support  additional  future  floodpla 
development . 

The  "no-build"  alternative  would  avoid  any  floodplain  impacts. 
However,  the  "no-build"  alternative  is  not  considered  to 
practical  in  that  it  does  not  satisfy  the  objectives  or  ne 
for  the  proposed  action.   As  indicated  above,  Alternative  A  and 
Alternative  B  will  have  minor  floodplain  impacts.   With  thel 
above  described  measures  to  avoid  stream  encroachments,  either! 
alternative   will   avoid   floodplain   impacts   to   the   extent 
practicable. 

IRRIGATION  FACILITIES  IMPACTS 

There  are  extensive  minor  and  major  irrigation  facilities 
located  within  the  limits  of  this  project  that  will  be  impacted 
as  a  result  of  proposed  reconstruction.  Plans  call  for 
irrigation  system  relocation/modification  to  be  accomplished 
during  the  non-irrigation  season  or  for  temporary  facilities  to 
be  provided.  In  either  case,  irrigation  system 
relocation/modification  will  be  coordinated  with  and  have  prior 
approval  of  the  irrigation  facility  owners. 

WETLANDS  IMPACTS 

Executive  Order  11990,  "Protection  of  Wetlands",  established  a 
national  policy  to  avoid,  to  the  extent  possible,  the  long  and 
short  term  adverse  impacts  associated  with  the  destruction  or 
modification  of  wetlands  and  to  avoid  direct  or  indirect 
support  of  new  construction  in  wetlands  wherever  there  is  a 
practicable  alternative.  The  "no-build"  alternative  is  not 
considered  to  be  practical. 
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There  are  four  general  areas  in  which  a  disturbance  of  wetland 
sites  would  have  a  negative  impact  on  local  wildlife 
populations  -  primarily  songbirds.  They  are  (1)  the  large 
cattail  marsh  complex  just  south  of  the  Yellowstone  River 
bridge  -  sites  22  and  24;  (2)  the  cattail  marsh  stand  south  of 
Absarokee  -  site  8;  (3)  the  East  Rosebud  Creek  streambottom  - 
sites  1,  2,  3,  4,  5,  6,  9  and  10;  and  (4)  the  area  in  and 
around  sites  19,  20  and  21.  The  disturbance  (or  even  removal) 
of  the  remaining  sites  -  7,  11,  12,  13,  14,  15,  16,  17,  18  and 
23  -  would  not  have  a  tangible  impact  on  wildlife  populations 
in  the  immediate  vicinity. 

Of  greatest  importance  would  be  the  two  cattail  stands  at  sites 
22  and  24.  Plans  for  reconstruction  in  this  area  call  for 
flattening  the  curve  as  the  roadway  leaves  the  Yellowstone 
River  bridge  and  turns  to  the  northwest.  The  existing 
horizontal  curve  is  far  below  the  minimum  standard  for  this 
type  of  facility.  The  proposed  construction  would  not 
substantially  change  the  present  alignment  however,  the  flatter 
curve  would  require  placing  fill  into  the  wetland  at  site  22. 
Approximately  0.24  acres  of  wetland  at  this  site  would  be  lost 
due  to  the  proposed  construction.  Also  in  this  area 
reconstruction  of  the  intersection  with  FAS  421  is  proposed. 
This  action,  while  having  an  adverse  impact  on  site  23,  would 
at  the  same  time  have  a  positive  impact  on  site  24.  The  total 
adverse  impact  to  wetlands  at  sites  22,  23,  and  24  is  0.33 
acres.  This  small  amount  of  fill  into  the  wetlands,  is  the 
minimum  amount  possible  while  at  the  same  time  accomplishing 
the  goals  of  upgrading  the  roadway  and  intersection  from  their 
present  substandard  conditions.  Culvert  placement  and 
construction  methods  will  be  specified  to  minimize  the  impact 
on  the  wetland  and  maintain  the  existing  drainage  patterns  and 
open  surface  water. 
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The  proposed  realignment  calls  for  flattening  the  curve  of  U 

of  s 
roadway  and  shifting  the  alignment  slightly  through  portions 

and 
the  marsh/cottonwood  complex  at  site  8.   Presently  cattail 

spec 
exist  in  an  old  oxbow  of  Rosebud  Creek  and  along  the  east  ed< 

)  the 
of   the   roadway.    The   proximity   of   Rosebud   Creek   and 

i  shr 
irrigation  ditch  to  the  west  combined  with  extremely  ste<: 

,  off 
topography  to  the  east  serve  to  limit  options  for  locating  ai 


alternate  to  that  proposed.  The  existence  of  wetlar 
vegetation  is  likely  dependent  on  the  existing  highway  actir 
as  a  dam.   Culvert  placement  will  be  specified  in  order  t 

maintain  present  drainage  patterns  and  the  integrity  of  th 

III 

hydrologic  character   in  the   immediate  area  to  the  exten 

practicable.  Approximately  1.08  acres  of  wetland  will  be  lost 
at  Site  8  due  to  the  proposed  construction.  Since  the  purpose 
of  this  action  is  to  increase  the  safety  and  upgrade  the 
standards  of  the  facility/  avoidance  is  not  a  practica 
alternative. 


1 


The  areas  in  the  vicinity  of  streambottom  sites  1  through  6  lie1 
within  the  proposed  reconstruction  corridor.  Through  this 
section,  the  new  highway  would  run  essentially  parallel  to,  and 
just  west  of  the  existing  highway.  The  proposed  alignment  in 
this  area  has  been  chosen  to  minimize  the  impact  on  the  Agency 
Ditch,  a  historic  site  that  is  eligible  for  nomination  to  the 
National  Register  of  Historic  Places.  Removal  of  vegetation 
within  this  corridor  would  have  a  minimal  effect  on  local 
wildlife  populations,  as  ample  habitat  of  similar  structure  and 
function  exists  in  the  general  area.  The  remaining 
streambottom  sites  occur  in  the  vicinity/  but  will  not  be 
removed  by  the  new  alignment.  Approximately  8.08  acres  of 
wetland  will  be  removed  from  these  sites  as  a  result  of  the 
proposed  action. 
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The  final  area  of  adverse  impact  on  wetlands  is  in  the  vicinity 
of  sites,  19,  20  and  21.  This  area  is  relatively  undisturbed 
and  possesses  high  food  and  cover  values  for  most  wildlife 
species.  Wetland  vegetation  is  limited  to  the  very  fringe  of 
the  White  Ditch.  However,  a  well-developed  canopy  of  mesic 
shrubs  extends  for  several  meters  on  either  side  of  the  creek, 
offering  habitat  conditions  unigue  to  the  immediate  area.  The 
ponderosa  pine-chokecherry  hillside  toward  the  northern  end  of 
the  bluff  likely  serves  as  security  habitat  for  the  resident 
deer  population. 

The  two  alternate  alignments  proposed  for  flattening  the  sharp 
curve  in  the  existing  highway  will  each  have  somewhat  of  a 
different  impact  on  the  wetland  area. 

Alternate  B  would  reguire  a  crossing  of  the  White  Ditch  but 
would  have  a  minimal  impact  on  the  wildlife  habitat  at  the 
north  end  of  this  area.  Approximately  0.04  acres  of  wetlands 
would  be  removed  for  alternate  B.  Alternate  A,  while  reguiring 
relocation  of  a  portion  of  the  White  Ditch,  would  have  a 
substantial  impact  on  the  wildlife  habitat  and  would  remove 
approximately  0.48  acres  of  wetlands. 

The  total  amount  of  wetlands  lost  due  to  the  proposed  action  is 
12.02  acres  for  Alternate  A  and  11.55  acres  for  Alternate  B  as 
shown  on  Table  4.  Table  4  also  shows  if  wetlands  are  isolated 
or  adjacent  and  indicates  if  the  wetlands  are  located  in  the 
100-year  floodplain.  Wetlands  mitigation  will  be  in  accordance 
with  "Interagency  Memorandum  of  Understanding:  Management  and 
Mitigation  of  Highway  Construction  Impacts  to  Wetlands  in  the 
State  of  Montana."  Additional  right-of-way  will  be  acguired 
and  the  wetlands  lost  will  be  replaced.  Based  upon  the  above 
considerations,  it  is  determined  that  there  is  no  practicable 
alternative  to  the  proposed  new  construction  in  wetlands  and 
that  the  proposed  new  action  includes  all  practicable  measures 
to  minimize  harm  to  wetlands  which  may  result  from  such  use. 
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FISH  AND  WILDLIFE  IMPACTS 

The  U.S.  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service  (USFWS)  has  been  consulted 
regarding  the  presence  of  threatened  or  endangered  species  in 
the  project  area.  The  USFWS  has  determined  that  bald  eagles 
and  peregrine  falcons  are  the  only  two  threatened  or  endangered 
species  that  utilize  the  project  area. 

No  resident  bald  eagles  are  known  in  the  area,  although  a  few 
are  known  to  winter  at  times  along  portions  of  the  Stillwater 
and  Yellowstone  rivers.  The  peregrine  falcon  is  likely  to 
occur  as  a  transient  only.  No  potential  breeding  habitat  was 
noted  in  the  immediate  project  vicinity. 

One  source  of  impact  to  bald  eagles  and  peregrine  falcons  is 
the  electrocution  hazard  resulting  from  relocated  overhead 
power  lines.  Alternatives  A  and  B  would  require  essentially 
the  same  amount  of  power  line  relocation. 

In  areas  where  the  safety  of  raptors  is  determined  to  be  a 
major  concern,  the  company  controlling  the  power  line  shall  be 
required  to  raptor  proof  any  power  line  that  is  to  be  moved  as 
a  result  of  the  project.  The  power  lines  of  concern  are  those 
that  carry  between  12,000  and  69,000  volts  and  have  a 
separation  of  conductors  of  less  than  60  inches.  Upon  request, 
the  MDOH  Environmental  Unit  shall  provide  the  necessary 
information  and  instruction  for  raptor  proofing  the  power  lines. 

Winter  observations  in  the  area  have  indicated  that  at  least 
part  of  the  winter  food  supply  for  bald  eagles  comes  not  from 
the  customary  aquatic  source,  but  from  carrion  (deer  kills). 
Eagles  feeding  on  kills  by  the  road  may  be  hit  by  cars; 
therefore,  effort  should  be  made  to  remove  road-killed  deer  as 
quickly  as  possible. 
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The  biological  assessment  (ECON,  Inc.,  1988)  concludes  that 
this  project  will  not  adversely  affect  the  bald  eagle  or  the 
peregrine  falcon.  Precautions  shall  be  taken  to  minimize  any 
adverse  effect  that  may  occur.  These  precautions  shall  include 
encouraging  utility  companies  to  raptor  proof  any  overhead 
electrical  lines  relocated  as  a  result  of  the  project/  removing 
road-killed  deer  as  guickly  as  possible,  and  revegetating 
roadsides  with  plant  species  which  are  not  palatable  to  big 
game  species. 


Impacts  on  big  game  consist  primarily  of  collisions  with  road 
vehicles.  Deer  populations  in  the  area  are  high.  The  road  is 
generally  located  between  two  habitat  types  (foothills  for 
cover  and  valley  floor  for  food)  which  increases  the  chances 
for  deer/vehicles  collisions.  Mule  deer  tend  to  move  from  the 
foothills  into  the  haylands  to  feed  during  the  summer  and  fall 
months,  while  white-tailed  deer  may  move  out  of  the  valleys 
into  the  foothills  during  early  spring  to  feed  on  emerging 
forbs. 

In  order  to  minimize  the  amount  of  time  spent  by  deer  directly 
adjacent  to  the  highway,  the  roadside  will  be  reseeded  with 
less  palatable  plant  species  such  as  smooth  brome  and  shrubby 
cinquefoil . 

Improved  safety  characteristics  resulting  from  the 
reconstruction  (including  increased  sight  distances,  fill  slope 
flattening,  and  widening  the  clear  zone  along  the  highway)  will 
inherently  reduce  any  potential  impacts  on  big  game  and  eagles. 

The  Montana  Department  of  Fish,  Wildlife,  and  Parks  (MDFWP)  has 
identified  concerns  for  the  passage  of  fish  through  the 
drainage  structures  across  Beaver  Creek,  Mexican  Joe  Creek, 
Whitebird  Creek,  Joe  Hill  Creek,  and  Shane  Creek.  Any  new 
drainage  structures  at  these  crossings  will  be  designed  to 
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provide  free  fish  passage.  Therefore,  the  project  will  have  no 
significant  impact  to  fish  populations  in  the  project  area. 

The  majority  of  the  project  involves  reconstruction  of  the 
highway  along  the  existing  highway  corridor.  Utilizing  the 
existing  highway  corridor  will  minimize  the  impact  on  habitat 
and  therefore  minimize  the  adverse  impact  on  wildlife.  Near 
Columbus  where  alternative  alignments  A  and  B  are  being 
considered,  Alternative  B  would  have  the  least  impact  on 
wildlife  habitat. 

The  "no-build"  alternative  would  not  impact  any  wildlife 
habitat.  However,  even  with  this  alternative,  the  existing 
narrow  curvilinear  alignment  increases  the  risk  of  deer-vehicle 
collisions  as  sight  distance  is  restricted  on  this  alignment. 
As  traffic  volumes  increase,  the  number  of  deer-vehicle 
collisions  will  increase  even  with  this  alternative. 

UTILITIES  IMPACTS 

This  reconstruction  project  will  involve  extensive  relocation 
of  utilities  in  the  area.  Buried  telephone  cables  along  the 
existing  highway  will  be  impacted  for  essentially  the  entire 
length  of  the  project.  Overhead  electric  transmission, 
distribution  and  service  lines  will  also  be  impacted  in  many 
areas  as  well  as  buried  electric  service  lines  in  several 
locations. 

Natural  gas  transmission,  distribution  and  service  lines  are 
also  in  the  project  area.  In  general  these  natural  gas 
facilities  are  located  west  of  the  existing  highway,  therefore, 
the  alignment  chosen  to  minimize  the  impact  to  Prime  Farmland 
and  Farmland  of  Statewide  Importance  will  also  minimize  impacts 
on  natural  gas  facilities. 
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Alternatives  A  and  B  will  impact  the  buried  telephone  cable  t 
the  same  extent,  either  through  construction  of  the  new  highwa 
or  obliteration  of  the  existing  facility.   Alternative  A  wil 
have  the  greatest  impact  on  the  natural  gas  distribution  systei 
conflicting  with  a  transmission  line  for  several  thousand  fee* 
as  well  as  a  service  line.   Alternative  A  also  impacts 
residential  water  well  and  associated  water  supply  line. 

Alternative  B  also  conflicts  with  a  natural  gas  transmissioi 
line   and   service   lines   although   to   a   lesser   extent 
Alternatives  A  and  B  also  have  approximately  the  same  impact  01 
electric  distribution  and  service  lines. 


Cable  TV,  water  and  sanitary  sewer  service  are  available  to  the 
residents  of  Absarokee.  The  cable  TV  lines  are  located 
overhead  eliminating  any  conflict.  An  overlay  of  the  existing 
road  surface  is  planned  through  Absarokee  reguiring  the 
adjustment  of  manholes  and  valve  covers.  Milling  of  the 
existing  pavement  surface  will  be  used  as  reguired  prior  to  the 
overlay  in  Absarokee  in  order  to  maintain  existing  surface 
drainage  patterns. 

All  utility  relocations  will  be  handled  in  accordance  with 
Montana  Department  of  Highways  standard  utility  relocation 
policies.  The  no-build  alternative  would  not  have  any  impacts 
on  existing  utility  services. 

CONSTRUCTION  IMPACTS 

Construction  related  activities  will  result  in  some  short  term 
adverse  impacts  which  cannot  be  avoided.  However,  these 
impacts  will  be  temporary  in  nature  and  should  only  last  for 
the  duration  of  construction  activities.  Construction  related 
impacts  will  include: 
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emissions  from  asphalt  plants  and  crushers, 
dust  from  construction  equipment  activities, 
increased  noise  levels  from  construction  equipment, 
potential  for  erosion  from  fresh  cut  and  fill  slopes, 
increase    in   water   turbidity   in   streams    from 
construction  activities  in  these  areas,  and 
inconvenience  to  highway  users  resulting  from  delays, 
detours,  and  temporary  surfacing. 

These  adverse  impacts  will  be  minimized  to  the  extent 
practicable  through  proper  construction  practices.  Air  quality 
permits  from  the  State  Air  Quality  Bureau  will  be  required  for 
asphalt  plants  and  crushers.  Dust  will  be  controlled  by 
watering  or  other  acceptable  methods.  Construction  related 
erosion  will  be  controlled  and  slopes  will  be  revegetated  as 
soon  as  practical.  A  traffic  control  plan  will  be  developed  to 
minimize  inconvenience  to  motorists  during  construction. 
Alternative  A  would  result  in  slightly  less  inconvenience  and 
delay  to  motorists  during  construction  as  the  existing  roadway 
in  this  location  would  remain  substantially  undisturbed  during 
construction  activities. 

The  project  will  generally  be  designed  so  that  cut  and  fill 
quantities  balance.  However,  design  considerations  may  require 
borrow  or  waste  excavation  in  some  areas.  Additionally,  gravel 
sources  for  base  and  surfacing  aggregates  have  not  yet  been 
defined.  Borrow  material  removal  and  gravel  pits  will  be 
subject  to  applicable  rules  and  regulations  of  the  Montana  Open 
Cut  Mining  Act,  necessitating  a  mine  reclamation  plan  to  be 
filed  with  the  State. 
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VI .   COMMENTS  AND  COORDINATION 

Coordination  efforts  were  initiated  by  the  Montana  Department 
of  Highways  on  December  30,  1985  when  a  letter  of  intent  was 
issued  by  the  Department  to  federal,  state,  and  local  agencies 
and  affected  private  organizations.  Comments  and  information 
were  reguested  which  would  be  relevant  to  this  project.  Copies 
of  pertinent  correspondence  are  included  on  the  following  pages. 

Coordination  has  taken  place  with  the  State  Historic 
Preservation  Office  (SHPO)  to  minimize  impacts  to  historic  and 
cultural  sites.  Coordination  will  continue  and  the  reguired 
clearance  will  be  obtained  in  accordance  with  Section  106  of 
the  Historic  Preservation  Act.  Every  effort  will  be  made  to 
obtain  Section  4(f)  approval. 

On  January  9,  1989  a  school  board  meeting  was  held  in 
Absarokee.  Representatives  of  the  consulting  firm  responsible 
for  design  of  the  project  and  a  representative  of  the  Montana 
Department  of  Highways  attended  the  meeting  in  an  effort  to 
keep  the  school  board  informed  concerning  the  status  of  the 
preliminary  design  and  the  associated  impacts  on  the  new  school 
site. 

On  March  23,  1989,  a  public  information  meeting  was  held  at  the 
Absarokee  High  School.  The  purpose  of  this  meeting  was  to 
present  the  project  to  interested  persons  and  local  agencies 
and  to  solicit  input  on  the  project.  The  majority  of  those  in 
attendance  indicated  a  preference  for  Alternate  B,  which  is  the 
preferred  alternate. 
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'ej  SECTION  4(f)  STATEMENT 

I.   DESCRIPTION  OF  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 

I 

Description 

The  proposed  action  consists  of  the  reconstruction  of  a  portion 
of  Montana  Route  78  (FAP  78)  in  Stillwater  County,  Montana. 
The  proposed  project,  known  as  the  Absarokee-Columbus  project, 
will  extend  from  a  point  approximately  5.7  miles  south  of 
Absarokee  to  a  point  approximately  one-half  mile  south  of 
Columbus  near  the  intersection  with  FAS  421.  The  total  length 
of  the  project  is  approximately  19.1  miles. 

Project  improvements  include  grading,  drainage,  surfacing, 
signing,  pavement  markings,  guardrail,  topsoiling,  seeding, 
irrigation  system  revisions,  obliteration  of  the  existing 
roadway,  and  necessary  utility  relocation.  In  order  to 
facilitate  construction,  this  project  will  be  split  into  two 
smaller  projects.  The  exact  location  of  the  project  split  will 
be  determined  as  the  design  progresses.  Construction  is 
tentatively  planned  for  1992. 

The  primary  objectives  of  the  proposed  action  are  as  follows: 

-  to  reconstruct  the  roadway  to  provide  a  roadway 
surface  capable  of  handling  projected  traffic  demands 
and  loads, 

-  to  enhance  highway  convenience  and  safety  and  reduce 
accidents  by  improving  the  horizontal  and  vertical 
alignments,  and 

to  provide  a  modern  highway  facility  compatible  with 
the  human  and  natural  environment. 
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The  existing  highway  is  a  narrow,  deteriorating,  two  Ian 
facility  originally  constructed  in  1935  and  improved  in  1945 
The  general  alignment  is  characterized  by  numerous  sharp  curve 
and  rolling  grades.  The  present  horizontal  and  vertica 
alignments,  coupled  with  the  width  and  condition  of  th< 
roadway,  contribute  to  unsafe  conditions. 


1988  Average  Daily  Traffic  Volume  (ADT)  on  Montana  Route  78  ii 
the  project  area  was  approximately  1500  vehicles  per  day. 
Projected  traffic  volume  for  the  design  year,  Year  2012,  is 
2500  vehicles  per  day.  The  Design  Hourly  Volume  (DHV)  is  330 
vehicles  per  hour.  The  existing  facility  is  not  capable  of 
adequately  handling  this  projected  traffic  load.  Due  to  the 
existing  highway's  design  characteristics,  lack  of  an  adequate 
roadway  base  and  extent  of  deterioration,  complete 
reconstruction  is  required. 

II.   SECTION  4(f)  RESOURCES 

The  Montana  Department  of  Highways  (MDOH)  contracted  with 
Historical  Research  Associates  (HRA)  of  Missoula,  Montana,  to 
conduct  a  cultural  resources  inventory  of  the 
Absarokee-Columbus  Project  area  (MDOH  Project  F  78-2(5)27).  In 
association  with  the  cultural  resources  inventory,  a  limited 
amount  of  archeological  testing  was  performed  at  site  24ST89, 
the  site  of  the  Crow  Agency  between  1875  and  1883. 

Several  sites  in  the  project  vicinity  are  eligible  for  listing 
on  the  National  Register  of  Historic  Places.  However,  only  two 
of  these  properties  will  be  physically  impacted  and  are 
therefore  considered  4(f)  properties.  These  are  the  Riverside 
Inn  (24ST164)  and  the  Lower  Stillwater  River  Irrigation 
District.  The  latter  consists  of  six  ditches  including  the 
Agency  Ditch,  Shane  Ditch,  Kem-Mulherin  Ditch,  Roadhouse  Ditch, 
Scott  Ditch  and  the  White  Ditch. 
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Another  area  of  4(f)  involvement  is  the  location  of  the 
existing  athletic  field  and  new  school  site  presently  being 
developed  immediately  south  of  Absarokee. 

The  locations  of  the  4(f)  sites  in  relation  to  the  new  highway 

centerline  are  shown  on  Figures  1  and  2.   The  description  of 

the  sites  and  the  elements  of  the  highway/section  4(f) 
involvement  follows: 

SITE  NUMBER/NAME:   24ST164,  The  Riverside  Inn 

Site  Description 

The  Riverside  Inn  is  located  about  two  miles  north  of  Absarokee 
on  the  east  bank  of  the  Stillwater  River.  The  portion  of  the 
site  that  lies  north  of  the  county  road  that  divides  the  site 
has  been  altered  to  the  point  where  it  no  longer  represents  the 
historic  events  with  which  it  is  associated.  The  main  dwelling 
at  the  site,  where  guests  were  lodged  and  fed,  has  been  reduced 
in  scale  by  about  two-thirds  and  has  been  extensively 
remodeled.  In  addition,  the  setting  has  been  further  altered 
by  construction  of  the  new  garage.  The  structures  located  on 
the  south  side  of  the  road  (Figure  3)  appear  to  be  intact. 

The  structures  that  lie  on  the  south  side  of  the  county  road 
form  an  outbuilding  complex.  The  available  information 
suggests  that  these  buildings  were  constructed  around  1905. 
Structure  5,  a  large,  one  and  one-half  story,  gambrel-roofed 
barn,  is  the  most  prominent  building  at  the  site  (Figure  4). 
An  early  owner  of  the  site  constructed  this  building  for  use  as 
a  horse  barn,  and  it  was  converted  sometime  during  the  early 
1920*s  for  use  as  a  dance  hall.  A  distinctive  characteristic 
of  this  wood  frame  barn  is  the  small-paned,  double,  casement 
style  windows.  A  flat-roofed  projection  extends  over  the  front 
entryway,  and  is  supported  on  the  north  end  by  two  decorative, 
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concrete  piers.  The  foundation  appears  to  be  made  of  concrete, 
and  the  roof  is  covered  with  corrugated  metal.  The  south 
elevation  contains  a  set  of  double  hinged  doors  that  open  out 
into  a  wooden  corral.  According  to  Alice  Barron  (1987),  the 
current  site  owner,  this  elevation  once  had  a  large  stone 
fireplace  that  has  since  been  removed. 

Structure  6  is  another,  smaller  barn  located  at  the  south  end 
of  the  corral  (Figure  5).  This  also  is  a  wood  frame, 
gambrel-roofed  building,  but  is  much  smaller  in  scale.  The 
building  has  a  corrugated  metal  roof,  and  a  concrete 
foundation.  A  small  ventilator  with  a  pyramidal  roof  is 
located  in  the  center  of  the  roof  ridge.  Two  shed-roofed  side 
wings  are  located  along  the  northeast  and  southwest  facing 
elevations . 

Structure  7  is  a  one  story,  wood  frame  building  with  a  gable 
roof  (Figure  6).  Currently,  the  building  is  used  as  a  garage 
and  has  one  large  sliding  door  in  the  northeast-facing 
elevation.  The  structure  has  one  interior  brick  chimney  and  a 
stone  foundation. 

Feature  2  also  is  located  on  the  south  side  of  the  site.  This 
is  a  large  cleared  area,  roughly  rectangular  in  shape.  It 
marks  the  former  location  of  a  structure. 

Historical  Development 

As  stated  above,  this  site  is  currently  divided  by  a  county 
road  that  leads  to  a  bridge  over  the  Stillwater  River. 
However,  the  two  parcels  were  once  part  of  a  156-acre  homestead 
claim  patented  by  John  Mulherin  in  January  1902  (Deed  Book  6, 
page  252,  Office  of  the  Clerk  and  Recorder,  Stillwater  County 
Courthouse,  Columbus,  Montana).  Annin  (1964:111)  indicates 
that  Mulherin  and  his  wife,  Martha,  came  to  the  Stillwater  area 
soon  after  it  was  opened  to  non-Indian  settlement  (in  about 
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Figure  3   Plan  map  for  south  portion  of  site  24ST164,  the 
Riverside  Inn. 


Figure  4 


Northeast  and  Southeast  elevations  of  Structure  5 


Figure  5     Southwest  elevation  of  Structure  6. 


1892).  Therefore,  it  is  probable  that  the  Mulherins  had  been 
in  the  area  and  possibly  were  living  on  the  land  for  almost  a 
decade  prior  to  patenting  their  homestead  claim. 

In  1903,  the  Mulherins  sold  the  property  to  Nancy  and  John 
McBroom.  In  1907,  the  McBrooms  sold  the  property  Solomon  A. 
Leaverton  for  $5,000.00  (Deed  Book  6,  page  33,  Office  of  the 
Clerk  and  Recorder,  Stillwater  County  Courthouse,  Columbus, 
Montana)  .  Local  informants  indicated  that  Leaverton  operated 
the  property  as  both  a  working  ranch  and  as  a  vacation  resort 
(Kern  1988;  Hufford  1988;  Barron  1988).  Leaverton  had  regular 
customers  from  Billings,  who  came  to  the  Riverside  Inn  to  fish 
the  Stillwater  River.  He  lodged  the  guests  in  a  large,  three 
story  house  and  provided  meals  to  people  who  stayed  overnight. 
One  of  the  Leaverton' s  sons  drove  a  freight  line  between 
Columbus  and  Absarokee,  and  often  stayed  at  the  ranch  with  his 
passengers  (Hufford  1988).  Annin  (1964:111-312)  indicates  that 
Leaverton  established  the  Riverside  Inn  in  1905.  The 
Leavertons  may  have  occupied  the  site  in  1905,  although  the 
formal  property  transfer  did  not  occur  until  1907.  The  resort 
remained  open  into  the  early  1930' s. 

Statement  of  Significance 

Portions  of  this  site  are  eligible  for  nomination  to  the 
National  Register  of  Historic  Places,  under  criteria  (a)  and 
(c)  .  The  south  part  of  the  site,  which  contains  the 
outbuildings  from  the  Leaverton  Ranch,  is  in  very  good 
condition. 

The  buildings  generally  have  been  well  maintained,  and  the  only 
noncompatible  material  that  has  been  added  to  the  structures  is 
the  corrugated  metal  for  the  roofs  on  the  two  barns.  This 
complex  of  structures  appears  to  be  eligible  under  criterion 
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Figure  6    Northeast  and  northwest  elevations  of  Structure  7 
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(a),  since  it  clearly  represents  the  "working  component"  of  an 
early  ranching  endeavor,  established  prior  to  1910.  The  horse 
barn,  the  dairy  barn,  and  the  associated  corral,  as  well  as  the 
garage,  function  together  as  a  visual  unit  and  represent  a  work 
area  where  routine  chores  associated  with  livestock  handling 
were  carried  out.  The  site  also  functions  as  a  local  landmark 
and  as  a  representation  of  a  community  gathering  place. 
Although  remembrances  of  specific  site  usage  vary  between 
individuals,  all  of  the  local  residents  who  were  interviewed 
indicated  that  the  big  red  barn  was  used  during  the  1920' s  and 
1930' s  as  a  dance  hall.  People  from  Absarokee  and  the 
surrounding  area  gathered  at  the  Riverside  Inn  for  Saturday 
night  dances  in  the  barn,  and  dinner  at  the  house  on  the  north 
side  of  the  county  road.  Although  the  inn  itself  is  no  longer 
recognizable  as  such,  local  people  remember  and  associate  the 
big  red  barn  with  this  period.  With  the  exception  of  the 
removal  of  the  fireplace  from  the  southern  elevation,  the  barn 
looks  today  as  it  did  in  the  1920* s. 

In  addition  to  the  significance  of  the  site  as  a  local 
gathering  place,  the  main  barn  possesses  individual 
architectural  distinction  (criterion  c)  .  This  building  is  a 
good  example  of  the  Colonial  Revival  style  of  architecture 
poplar  in  the  United  States  between  approximately  1880  and 
1955.  The  structure  displays  elements  of  the  Craftsman  style 
in  the  gambrel  eaves  and  the  entrance  roof  with  exposed  rafter 
ends  and  concrete  piers. 

LOWER  STILLWATER  RIVER  HISTORIC  IRRIGATION  DISTRICT 

An  extensive  system  of  major  and  minor  irrigation  ditches  occur 
within  the  project  corridor.  Figure  7  shows  the  locations  of 
the  historic  ditches  that  have  segments  along  the  length  of  the 
project. 
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Figure   7.   Map  showing  the  points  of  diversion  and  courses  of  the  seven  recorded 
irrigation  ditches. 


For  the  most  part,  these  ditches  are  simple,  unlined  features, 
some  of  which  have  associated  features  such  as  concrete 
culverts  or  flumes.  Most  of  the  irrigation  systems  recorded 
within  the  project  area  appear  to  have  been  built  prior  to  1900 
(although  water  rights  consistently  were  filed  at  a  later 
date).  GLO  plats  for  the  entire  project  corridor  were  surveyed 
in  1899,  and  show  an  impressive  system  of  irrigation  ditches, 
drawing  water  from  Butcher  Creek,  East  Rosebud  Creek,  Rosebud 
Creek,  and  the  Stillwater  River.  The  wide  bottom  lands 
adjacent  to  these  stream  channels  proved  excellent  for  growing 
hay,  and  provided  winter  shelter  for  the  bands  of  sheep  kept  by 
most  area  ranchers  during  this  period. 

The  system  of  irrigation  ditches  in  the  East  Rosebud  Creek  and 
Stillwater  River  drainages  recorded  during  the  cultural 
resource  inventory  represents  improvements  made  by  one  or 
several  families  who  were  attempting  to  improve  the  production 
capabilities  of  their  homestead  properties.  Landowners  along  a 
few  of  the  larger  ditch  systems  incorporated,  and  the  members 
in  ditch  companies  were  assessed  a  yearly,  per-share  fee  for 
maintenance  and  service.  In  other  cases,  individual  members 
were  responsible  for  maintenance  and  repair  of  features  serving 
their  individual  lands. 

The  early  establishment  of  irrigation  ditches  in  the  area 
appears  to  have  influenced  later  community  development,  as 
well.  Most  notable  is  the  relationship  of  the  PTW  to  the 
ditches.  The  course  of  the  original  county  road,  constructed 
in  1891  and  1892,  was  plotted  around  ditches  and  open  lands 
suitable  for  agricultural  development.  Construction  of  the 
current  roadway  in  1935  basically  followed  the  route  of  the 
county  road,  and  caused  only  slight  disturbance  to  the  existing 
ditches.  Examination  of  the  1935  engineering  plans  for  the 
highway  indicates  that  the  main  impact  to  the  ditches  consisted 
of  putting  in  new  culverts  where  the  roadway  crossed  the 
ditches,  and  a  few  minor  realignments  of  the  ditch  channels. 
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The  elaborate  pattern  of  ditches  in  relation  to  the  natural  and 
man-made  landscapes  of  fields  and  pastures  is  representative  of 
an  important  aspect  of  agricultural  settlement  during  the  early- 
Historic  Period  in  Montana.  Although  some  of  the  ditches 
discussed  below  appear  to  possess  individual  historic 
significance,  they  are  best  considered  as  contributing  elements 
to  a  larger  historic  irrigation  district. 

The  proposed  Lower  Stillwater  River  Historic  irrigation 
District  includes  all  ditches  built  between  1875  and  1920.  The 
beginning  of  the  district's  period  of  significance  corresponds 
with  establishment  of  a  permanent  Crow  Agency  at  Butcher  Creek 
(and  construction  of  the  Agency  Ditch),  and  the  end  of  the 
period  of  significance  corresponds  with  the  end  of  the  second 
land  rush  in  the  Stillwater  Basin. 

Descriptions  and  historical  backgrounds  of  each  of  the  six 
ditches  that  comprise  the  district  (Agency  Ditch,  Kem-Mulherin 
Ditch,  Roadhouse  Ditch,  Scott  Ditch,  Shane  Ditch  and  White 
Ditch)  is  not  provided  here  but  is  available  at  MDOH 
Environmental  Unit  upon  request. 

ABSAROKEE  SCHOOL  SITE 

The  final  area  of  4(f)  involvement  occurs  at  the  site  of  the 
new  Absarokee  school.  The  site  is  located  in  the  E%  of  Section 
1,  T4S,  R18E  and  consists  of  Lot  1  of  the  Weast  Subdivision 
containing  8.66  acres.  Until  recently  there  were  no 
improvements  on  this  site.  A  baseball  field  has  been 
constructed  near  the  southwest  corner  of  the  lot  (Figure  8)  and 
site  work  has  begun  for  construction  of  a  new  school  facility 
(Figure  9)  . 
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Figure  8.     Baseball  field  developed  on  site  of  the  new 

Absarokee  School.   Note  existing  athletic  field 
in  background. 


Figure  9     Site  work  beginning  at  new  school  site  in 
Absarokee.   Note  existing  athletic  field 
in  background. 


III.   IMPACTS  ON  SECTION  4(f)    RESOURCES 

The  Riverside  Inn 

As  Figure  3  indicates,  the  boundary  for  the  south  portion  of 
this  site  has  been  determined  to  be  located  adjacent  to  the 
existing  highway  and  along  the  county  road  to  the  northwest.  A 
steep  hillside  and  the  Kem-Mulherin  irrigation  ditch  to  the 
east,  together  with  the  Riverside  Inn,  the  Stillwater  River, 
and  the  Roadhouse  irrigation  ditch  to  the  west  preclude  any 
major  alignment  shifts.  With  the  location  of  the  proposed 
alignment  dictated  by  roadside  constraints,  and  essentially  in 
the  same  location  as  the  PTW,  the  construction  of  a  wider 
highway  facility  will  mean  encroachment  onto  the  Riverside  Inn 
site  is  unavoidable. 

The  linear  encroachment  will  impact  approximately  60  feet  along 
the  southeastern  boundary  of  the  site.  The  north  portion  of 
the  site  will  not  be  impacted.  None  of  the  existing  structures 
will  be  affected.  The  total  amount  of  disturbed  area  on  the 
southern  portion  of  the  site  is  estimated  to  be  0.34  acres. 

Lower  Stillwater  River  Historic  Irrigation  District 

The  following  table  lists  the  estimated  impacts  to  the  six 
irrigation  ditches  considered  to  be  contributing  elements  of 
the  historic  irrigation  district. 


DITCH 
Agency  Ditch 

Kem-Mulherin  Ditch 


STATION 
INTERVAL 
113*  -  128: 

374±  -  377: 
395±  -  397: 
407*  -  418: 
432±  -  435: 


APPROXIMATE  LINEAL 
FEET  IMPACTED 
1600' 

450' 

200' 

1100' 

300* 
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Roadhouse  Ditch          422*  -  428*  600' 

464±  -  470±  600' 

485*  -  494*  900' 

504±  -  515±  1100' 

539*  -  553±  1400' 

557±  -  559±  200' 

566±  -  568*  200' 

576±  -  595*  1900' 

Scott  Ditch              800*  -  809±  900' 

820*  -  835*  1500' 

841*  -  847±  600' 

855±  -  875±  2000' 

Shane  Ditch  884*  -  887±  300' 

890±  -  895±  500' 

White  Ditch  955±  -  961*  (Alt.  A)         600' 

953±  -  955*  (Alt.  B)         200' 
977±  -  979*  (Alt.  B)         200' 

As  the  table  demonstrates,  many  of  the  impacts  to  the 
irrigation  ditches  occur  at  various  locations  along  the  course 
of  the  ditch.  This  type  of  sporadic  impact  is  attributed  to 
the  existing  location  of  the  ditches  in  relation  to  the 
existing  roadway.  Often  the  ditches  will  run  adjacent  to  the 
edge  of  the  PTW,  cross  under  the  highway  and  then  run  adjacent 
to  the  other  side  of  the  highway. 

Impacts  include  relocation  of  portions  of  the  ditches  as  well 
as  replacement  of  the  exiting  ditch  crossings. 

Any  irrigation  system  relocation/modification  will  be 
coordinated  with  and  have  prior  approval  of  the  irrigation 
facility  owners. 

Absarokee  School  Site 

The  new  school  facility  in  Absarokee  will  be  located  directly 
across  the  highway  from  the  school's  existing  athletic  field. 
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another  4(f)  property.  With  4(f)  involvement  adjacent  to  the 
east  and  west  sides  of  the  PTW,  avoidance  of  both  sites  is  not 
possible.  After  consulting  with  members  of  the  school  board, 
the  proposed  alignment  has  been  located  to  have  a  minor 
encroachment  into  the  site  of  the  existing  athletic  field  in 
order  to  minimize  impact  on  a  baseball  field  recently  developed 
on  the  south  portion  of  the  new  school  site.  The  ball  field 
will  be  shifted  from  its  present  location,  however  it  can 
remain  on  the  south  portion  of  the  new  school  site.  The 
proposed  alignment  will  necessitate  that  right-of-way  be 
acquired  from  the  area  of  the  existing  athletic  field  and  the 
new  school  site.  Section  4(f)  considerations  are  applicable  to 
both  of  these  areas. 

IV.   AVOIDANCE  ALTERNATIVES 

Alignment  alternatives  for  this  project  are  limited  by  the 
existing  land  use,  terrain,  and  other  environmental  factors  in 
the  project  area.  While  land  use  in  the  area  is  predominantly 
agricultural,  development  of  homesites  is  occurring  in  many 
areas  along  the  project  corridor. 

The  existing  roadway  alignment  closely  parallels  the  Stillwater 
River  and  East  Rosebud  Creek,  precluding  major  alignment  shifts 
to  the  west.  Additionally,  a  large  portion  of  the  irrigated 
land  located  west  of  the  existing  highway  has  been  designated 
Prime  Farmland  or  Farmland  of  Statewide  Importance.  Attempting 
to  relocate  any  significant  length  of  the  reconstructed  highway 
into  this  farmland  area  would  prove  contrary  to  the  Farmland 
Protection  Policy  Act.  The  purpose  of  the  Act  is  to  minimize 
the  extent  to  which  federal  programs  contribute  to  the 
unnecessary  and  irreversible  conversion  of  farmland  to 
non-agricultural  uses.  Additionally,  the  Stillwater 
City-County  Planning  Board,  together  with  the  Soil  Conservation 
Service,  has  requested  that  pasture  land,  rather  than  irrigated 
land,  be  used  wherever  possible. 
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The  dry  shrublands  east  of  the  highway  with  their  west-facing 
exposure  provide  the  majority  of  cover  habitat  for  local  deer 
populations.  This  fact,  together  with  the  steep  terrain  and 
location  of  many  irrigation  ditches,  preclude  the  option  of 
shifting  the  alignment  a  great  deal  to  the  east. 

Therefore,  in  general,  adverse  impacts  caused  by  reconstruction 
and  relocation  of  Montana  Route  78  will  be  minimized  by 
utilizing  the  existing  highway  corridor  where  possible. 

Improving  the  horizontal  and  vertical  alignments  to  meet 
current  design  standards  will  be  accomplished  by  flattening  or 
eliminating  many  of  the  existing  curves. 

Alternatives  at  4(f)  Sites 

The  Riverside  Inn  site  is  located  adjacent  to  the  west  edge  of 
the  existing  highway.  Additionally,  the  Stillwater  River  and 
the  Roadhouse  irrigation  ditch  are  located  west  of  the  PTW. 
There  is  a  steep  hillside  and  the  Kem-Mulherin  irrigation  ditch 
east  of  the  existing  highway.  Designing  the  new  highway  in 
essentially  the  same  location  as  the  existing  PTW  is  the  only 
practical  alternative  for  reconstruction  of  the  highway  in  this 
area.  The  new  highway,  due  to  its  greater  width,  will  cause 
some  impact  to  the  Riverside  Inn  site. 

All  of  the  irrigation  ditches  considered  to  be  part  of  the 
historic  irrigation  district  will  be  affected  to  some  degree. 
Wherever  possible,  the  proposed  alignment  has  been  located  to 
minimize  impact  to  these  existing  irrigation  systems.  The 
location  of  these  ditches  on  both  sides  of  the  highway  combined 
with  the  consideration  given  to  design  standards,  existing 
residences  and  other  historic  sites  makes  avoidance  impossible. 
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The  Absarokee  school  site  is  adjacent  to  the  east  side  of  the 
existing  highway  right-of-way  while  the  school's  athletic 
field,  another  4(f)  property  also  owned  by  School  District  #52, 
is  adjacent  to  the  west  side  of  the  highway.  Reconstruction  of 
the  highway  to  current  design  standards  will  reguire  additional 
right-of-way.   Avoidance  of  the  site  is  not  possible. 

V.   MEASURES  TO  MINIMIZE  HARM 

The  Riverside  Inn 

Impacts  to  the  Riverside  Inn  site  will  consist  of  construction 
limits  extending  beyond  the  southeastern  boundary  of  the  site. 
Non-standard  highway  ditch  sections  and  fill  slopes  in  this 
area  have  been  considered  in  order  to  minimize  impacts  to  the 
site.  None  of  the  existing  structures  on  the  site  will  be 
affected. 

The  Lower  Stillwater  Historic  Irrigation  District 

The  location  of  the  proposed  alignment  has  been  selected  to 
minimize  impact  to  the  irrigation  ditches  while  at  the  same 
time,  considering  design  standards,  existing  residences,  land 
use,  flood  plain  encroachment,  wetlands  and  other  historic 
sites.  Non-standard  highway  ditch  sections  and  non-standard 
fill  slopes  have  also  been  considered  to  further  reduce  the 
impacts.  All  ditches  will  be  perpetuated.  MDOH  and  the  State 
Historic  Preservation  Office  (SHPO)  are  in  the  process  of 
negotiating  a  Memorandum  of  Agreement  which  stipulates  other 
mitigation  measures  (see  attached  correspondence). 

Absarokee  School  Site 

Early  coordination  with  the  Absarokee  School  Board  and  with  the 
architect  responsible  for  development  of  the  site  plan  for  the 
new  school,   has  helped  to  minimize   impact   to   the   site. 
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Shifting  the  alignment  to  the  west  will  encroach  slightly  into 
the  area  of  the  existing  athletic  field.  This  shift  will 
require  the  baseball  field  recently  developed  on  the  south 
portion  of  the  new  school  site  to  be  shifted  to  the  east. 
Non-standard  highway  ditch  sections  and  fill  slopes  have  also 
been  considered. 

VI .   COORDINATION 

Coordination  efforts  on  this  project  were  initiated  by  the 
Montana  Department  of  Highways  on  December  30,  1985  when  a 
letter  of  intent  was  issued  by  the  Department  to  federal, 
state,  and  local  agencies  and  affected  private  organizations. 
Comments  and  information  were  requested  which  would  be  relevant 
to  this  project. 

On  January  9,  1989  a  school  board  meeting  was  held  in 
Absarokee.  Representatives  of  the  consulting  firm  responsible 
for  design  of  the  project  and  a  representative  of  the  Montana 
Department  of  Highways  attended  the  meeting  in  an  effort  to 
keep  the  school  board  informed  concerning  the  status  of  the 
preliminary  design  and  the  associated  impacts  on  the  new  school 
site. 

On  March  23,  1989,  a  public  information  meeting  was  held  at  the 
Absarokee  High  School.  The  purpose  of  this  meeting  was  to 
present  the  project  to  interested  persons  and  local  agencies 
and  to  solicit  input  on  the  project.  The  majority  of  those  in 
attendance  favored  Alternate  B,  the  preferred  alternate. 

Coordination  regarding  the  cultural  resource  sites  has  been 
with  the  State  Historic  Preservation  Office  and  the  Advisory 
Council  on  Historic  Preservation.  Pertinent  correspondence  is 
included  on  the  following  pages. 
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TO  ALL  INTERESTED  GOVERNMENT  AGENCIES 
AND 
THE  PUBLIC 


The  following  Final  Environmental  Assessment/Section  4(f)  Statement 
(EA/4(f))  for  Project  No.  F  78-2(5)27,  Absarokee  -  Columbus,  is  submitted 
herewith  for  your  review. 

This  EA/4(f)  documents  the  various  studies,  meetings,  and  coordination 
that  occurred  during  the  development  of  this  project. 

It  is  imperative  that  the  Montana  Department  of  Highways  be  notified 
immediately  of  any  objections  of  a  substantive  nature  to  this  project. 
Comments  should  be  submitted  to  the  Montana  Department  of  Highways  on  or 
before  September  18,  1989.  All  comments  should  be  sent  to: 

Stephen  C.  Kologi,  Chief 

Preconstruction  Bureau 

Montana  Department  of  Highways 

2701  Prospect  Avenue 

Helena,  MT  59620 
Phone:  (406)444-6242 

The  following  list  indicates  those  agencies  and  individuals  who  are 
being  notified  of  this  project.  If  you  are  aware  of  other  agencies, 
groups  or  individuals  that  might  be  affected  or  concerned  and  are  not  on 
this  list,  please  let  us  know  and  we  will  contact  them. 


Mailing  List 
F  78-2(5),  Absarokee  ■ 


Columbus 


artment  of  Anthropology 
versity  of  Montana 
soul  a,  MT  59801 


artment  of  Commerce 
onautics  Division 
port  Road 
ena,  MT  59620 


artment  of  Commerce 
N:  Admin.  Trans.  Div 
4  Ninth  Avenue 
ena,  MT  59620 


Department  of  Health 

&  Environmental  Sciences 
Air  Quality  Bureau 
Cogswell  Building 
Helena,  MT  59620 


Department  of  Health 

&  Environmental  Sciences 
Water  Quality  Bureau 
Cogswell  Building 
Helena,  MT  59620 


8 

Department  of  Natural  Resources 

&  Conservation 
Office  of  the  Director 
1520  East  6th 
Helena,  MT  59620 


[artment  of  Fish, 

[Wildlife  &  Parks 

ject  and  Planning  Bureau 

ks  Division 

10  East  Sixth  Avenue 

lena,  MT     59620 


Department  of  State  Lands 
Office  of  the  Commissioner 
1625  -  11th  Avenue 
Helena,  MT     59620 


artment  of  Fish, 

Wildlife  &  Parks 

earn  Protection  Act  Manager 

heries  Division 

0  East  Sixth  Avenue 

ena,  MT  59620 


10 

Environmental  Quality  Council 

Office  of  the  Director 

Capitol  Post  Office 

P.  0.  Box  215 

Helena,  MT  59620 


:mb:9/g-listl 


Mailing  List 
F  78-2(5),  Absarokee  -  Columbus 


:ana  Department  of  Education 
;ana  State  Library 
East  Sixth  Avenue 
■  ,  MT  59620 


tana  Historical  Society 

te  Historic  Preservation  Officer 

North  Roberts  Street 

;na,  MT  59620 


tana  State  University 
Les  Davis 

artment  of  Anthropology 
sman,  MT     59715 


16 

Department  of  the  Army 

Omaha  District  Corps  of  Engineers 

Mr.  Richard  D.  Gordon,  Chief 

Environmental  Analysis  Branch 

215  N.  17th  Street 

Omaha,  NE  68102 


17 

U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture 

U.S.  Forest  Service,  Region  1 

ATTN:  Regional  Forester 

P.  0.  Box  7669 

Missoula,  MT  59801 


18 

U.S.  EPA  Mont.  Office 

301  So.  Park,  Drawer  10096 

Helena,  MT  59626 


tana  State  University 
ititute  of  Applied  Research 
eman,  MT     59715 


19 

Federal  Emergency  Management  Agency 

Region  VIII 

Denver  Federal  Center 

Building  710 

Denver,  CO  80225 


te  Clearinghouse 
utenant  Governor's  Office 
itol  Building 
ena,  MT  59620 


20 

Federal  Housing  Administration 

Office  of  the  Director 

Housing  and  Urban  Development 

Federal  Office  Building 

301  South  Park,  Drawer  10095 

Helena,  MT  59626 


:mb:9/g-list2 


F  78 


Department  of  the  Interior 
eau  of  Land  Management 
North  32nd  Street 
.  Box  36800 
ings,  MT  59107 


eau  of  Reclamation 

ject  Manager 

tana  Projects  Office 

Box  30137 
lings,  MT  59107-0137 


Mailing  List 
■2(5),  Absarokee  -  Columbus 


26 

U.S.  Department  of  the  Interior 

National  Park  Service 

Branch  of  Compliance,  RMRD-PC 

Denver  Federal  Center 

P.  0.  Box  25287 

Denver,  CO  80225 


27 

U.S.  Department  of  the  Interior 

Office  of  Environmental 

Project  Review 
Denver  Federal  Center 
P.O.  Box  25007 
Building  56,  Room  1018 
Denver,  CO  80225 


.  Department  of  the  Interior 
ef,  Environmental  Impact 
Assessment  Program 
.  Geological  Survey,  MS-760 
National  Center 
ton,  VA  22092 


28 

U.S.  Department  of  the  Interior 

U.S.  Geological  Survey 

Water  Resources  Division 

Room  428,  Federal  Building 

301  South  Park,  Drawer  10076 

Helena,  MT  59626 


I.  Department  of  the  Interior 

*f,  Western  Field 

Operation  Center 

eau  of  Mines 

t  360  Third  Avenue 

ikane,  WA     99202 


29 

U.S.  Department  of  Transportation 

Federal  Aviation  Administration 

Airport  District  Office 

FAA  Building,  Room  2 

Helena,  MT  59601 


I  Department  of  Energy 

R.  Morrell ,  Environmental  Mgr, 

meville  Power  Administration 

0.  Box  3621  -  SJ 

tland,  OR  97208 


30 

U.S.  Department  of  Transportation 
Federal  Highway  Administration 
301  South  Park,  Drawer  10056 
Helena,  MT  59626 


:mb:9/g-list3 


Mailing  List 
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Department  of  Transportation 
;ed  States  Coast  Guard 
lander  (OAN) 
i  Coast  Guard  District 
Second  Avenue 
tie,  WA  98174 


36 

Montana  Stockgrowers  Association 

Office  of  the  Secretary 

P.  0.  Box  1679 

Helena,  MT  59624 


Fish  &  Wildlife,  Mont.  Office 
incement  Division 
Kemper  McMaster,  Field  Supvr. 
»ral  Building 
South  Park 
fria,  MT  59626 


37 

State  Soil  Conservation  Service 

Federal  Building 

10  E.  Babcock  Street,  Rm.  443 

Bozeman,  MT  59715 


can  Wilderness  Alliance 
R.  Merritt,  Executive  Director 
Sawyer  Lane 
ilton,  MT  59840 


tana  Automobile  Association 
0.  Box  4129 
ena,  MT  59604 


itana  Motor  Carriers  Association 
0.  Box  1714 
ena,  MT  59604 


38 

Department  of  the  Army 
Seattle  Dist.  Corps  of  Eng. 
P.  0.  Box  C-3755 
Seattle,  WA  98124 


39 

U.S.  Department  of  the  Interior 

Director,  Office  of  Environmental 

Project  Review 

Room  4239,  Main  Interior  Bldg. 

18th  &  C  St.  N.W. 

Washington,  DC  20240-0001 


40 

Montana  Wildlife  Federation 
P.  0.  Box  6537 
Bozeman,  MT  59715 


:mb:9/g-list4 


Mailing  List 
F  78-2(5),  Absarokee  • 


Columbus 


Fish  & 
1  -  14th 
te  230 
lings,  MT 


Wildlife  Service  (ES) 
Street  West 

59102 


»rra  Club 

lings-Yellowstone  Basin  Group 

)  Sally  Hammond 

15  Rimview  Road 

llings,  MT  59102 


46 

ETem.  Dist.  52-C 
H.S.  Dist.  52 
P.O.  Box  430 
Absarokee,  MT  59001 


47 

U.S.  Postmaster 
U.S.  Post  Office 
Absarokee,  MT  59001 


norable  Robert  C.  Kern 
D.  Box  575 
lumbus,  MT     59019 


48 

U.S.  Postmaster 
U.S.  Post  Office 
Columbus,  MT  59019 


lumbus  Chamber  of  Commerce 
0.  Box  783 
mbus,  MT  59019 


49 

Stillwater  City-County  Planning  Board 

P.O.  Box  881 

Columbus,  MT  59019 


em.  &  H.S.  Dist.  No.  6 
0.  Box  899 
lumbus,  MT  59019 


50 

Stillwater  County  Commissioners 
Stillwater  County  Courthouse 
Columbus,  MT  59019 


L:mb:9/g-list5 
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lwater  County  Extension  Office 
Box  607 
pbus,  MT  59019 


56 

John  J.  Beaudry 

Stillwater  County  Planning  Director 

P.O.  Box  881 

Columbus,  MT  59019 


llwater  Conservation  District 
I.  Box  415 
jmbus,  MT  59019 


57 

Lloyd  Old  Coyote,  Assistant  Director 

Crow  Cultural  Affairs  Department 

Crow  Tribal  Council 

P.O.  Box  159 

Crow  Agency,  MT  59022 


ct  Telephone  Co. 
.  Box  600 
bey,  MT  59263 


rtooth  Elect.  Coop  Inc. 
.  Box  1119 
Lodge,  MT  59068 


itana  Power  Company 
East  Broadway 
;te,  MT  59701 


,:mb:9/g-list6 


Accordion&Brand 

GENUINE  PRESSBOARD 

Bristol,  PA  19007 
Fresno.  CA  93777 
Kosciusko.  MS  39090 

MADE  IN  .U.S.A. 
62 

2507R 


